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The Investiture Panel at Mari and
Rituals of Divine Kingship in the
Ancient Near East 1
Jeffrey M. Bradshaw and Ronan James Head

W

hen kingship first emerged in the ancient Near East, it
was, as far as we can tell, immediately associated with the
2
sacred. According to Sumerian chronicles,3 it was the gods meeting in heavenly council who determined to give the kingship to
men. The gods acted as celestial guarantors of the king’s power,
enabling him to assume the position of “big man” in society—as
the Sumerian word for “king” (LUGAL, literally “big man”) signifies. Certainly other factors led to royal power—hereditary right
and military conquest among them—but these were also seen as
extensions of divine will.

1. A version of this article with more complete references and argumentation is
available for download at http://www.templethemes.net.
2. Susan Pollock, Ancient Mesopotamia: The Eden That Never Was (Cambridge: Cam
bridge University Press, 1999), 191.
3. See Sumerian King List (W-B 444), lines 1 and 41, in The Ancient Near East: Historical Sources in Translation, ed. Mark W. Chavalas (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 82; and
The Sumerian Flood Story (CBS 10673), line 88, cited in Yi Samuel Chen, “Major Literary
Traditions Involved in the Making of Mesopotamian Flood Traditions,” in Opening
Heaven’s Floodgates: The Genesis Flood Narrative, Its Contexts and Reception, ed. Jason M.
Silverman (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, in press). Chen constructs a rationale for why
kingship was said to have been given twice in the former account, and only once in
the latter.
Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012): 1–42
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This article will explore the ancient Near Eastern rituals that
endowed kings with this power, specifically the rites suggested by
the Investiture Panel at the palace of Mari, with specific focus on the
motifs of creation, sacred garden, and divine kingship. Because contemporary evidence at Mari relating to an interpretation of the panel
and the functions of various rooms of the palace is limited, it will be
necessary to rely in part on a careful comparative analysis of religious
texts, images, and architecture throughout the ancient Near East,
including the Old Testament. Comparative analysis not only has the
benefit of increasing our understanding of ancient Mesopotamian religion but also can enrich our understanding of the Bible. Throughout
this discussion, themes relating to Latter-day Saint temple worship
will also become apparent, although no hereditary relationship with
Mari need necessarily be assumed.

Introduction
Mesopotamia, literally meaning “between rivers,” is a fertile area
that encompasses the Tigris-Euphrates river system, located mostly
in present-day Iraq. Because Mesopotamia is the ancient home of
the Akkadians, Sumerians, Babylonians, and Assyrians, it is often
called the cradle of civilization. The ancient city of Mari is located
on the right bank of the Euphrates in Syria, about fifty kilometers
north of the present border with Iraq.4 The city first became known
to scholars through references in Sumerian documents that date its
Early Dynastic period to the middle of the third millennium bc.5
Mari was settled by the Amorites, who were probably emigrants
from the “desert margins to the west of the Euphrates valley.” 6 As
one of the major crossroads of the Near East, Mari prospered in
4. Jack M. Sasson, “The King and I: A Mari King in Changing Perceptions,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 118/4 (1998): 453.
5. Stephanie Dalley, Mari and Karana: Two Old Babylonian Cities (London: Longman Group, 1984), 10; Wolfgang Heimpel, Letters to the King of Mari (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 2003), 3.
6. Stephen Bourke, ed., The Middle East: The Cradle of Civilization Revealed (Lane
Cove, Australia: Global, 2008), 80.
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trade and agriculture for centuries. Finally, in 1760–1758 bc, during
the reign of its last independent sovereign, King Zimri-Lim, the city
was sacked and burned by the famous Babylonian king Hammurabi.
In 1933, the ruins of the city were discovered by French archaeologists. Over a period encompassing four decades, André Parrot
supervised twenty-one campaigns to the site and the excavation
of what has become an endless supply of “dazzling riches,” 7 which
include both texts and artifacts.
Among the foremost treasures of Mari is what has come to be
known as the Investiture Panel, the only ancient Mesopotamian
figural wall painting that has been recovered in situ (see fig. 1).
The painting has been convincingly dated to about 1800 bc, some
decades before the destruction of the city.8 Jean-Claude Margueron
has characterized it as “undoubtedly the richest pictorial work
of any that have heretofore been brought to light by Near East
archaeology.” 9
All scholars are in agreement on the major features of the
panel. The goddess Ishtar dominates its upper central portion
as she offers royal insignia to the king. The king’s left hand is
extended to receive these insignia while his right hand is raised in
a gesture of oath making. Behind the king stands another goddess,
the king’s guide and intercessor. Below, goddesses of lower rank
hold vases from which flow streams of water. Framing the central
register is a garden tableau featuring two kinds of trees, composite
animal guardians, and intercessory goddesses resembling those in
the central scene.
Though darkened by age, viewers of the nearly four-thousandyear-old painting cannot fail to be impressed by the vestiges of
its originally vibrant colors. Even more fascinating, however, are
7. André Parrot, Mari, capitale fabuleuse (Paris: Payot, 1974), 16. All translations
from classical and modern languages are by the first author, unless otherwise noted.
8. Jean-Claude Margueron, “La peinture de l’investiture et l’histoire de la cour
106,” in De la Babylonie à la Syrie, en passant par Mari, ed. Önhan Tunca (Liège: Université de Liège, 1990), 115–25.
9. Jean-Claude Margueron, Mari: Métropole de l’Euphrate au III e et au début du II e
millénaire avant Jésus-Christ (Paris: Picard, 2004), 509.

Figure 1. Line drawing of the Mari Investiture Panel. Drawing from al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, plate IV.
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the particulars of the painting itself, including what Parrot called
“undeniable biblical affinities” that “should neither be disregarded
nor minimized.” 10 J. R. Porter likewise highlighted several features
of the scene that “strikingly recall details of the Genesis description of the Garden of Eden.” 11 Of course, it should be remembered
that the painting was executed many centuries before the book of
Genesis took its current form. Nevertheless, much can be learned
by a careful examination of texts and artifacts from the Bible and
the ancient Near East that shared the cultural and religious milieu
of Mari in large measure.12
Given that the last and only comprehensive study of the iconography of the painting appeared in 1950,13 an up-to-date comparative analysis of the features of the Mari Investiture Panel is long
overdue.14 In this article, we provide an interpretation of the form
and the Sitz im Leben of the Mari Investiture Panel. With this interpretation as background, we explore the points of contact between
the cluster of themes found in the painting and ancient religious
images and texts from throughout the Near East, including the Old
Testament. Though it must be stressed that we are not suggesting
an organic link between rituals at Mari and those of the Latter-day
Saints, it is hoped that Latter-day Saint readers will be interested
10. Parrot, Mari, capitale fabuleuse, 121.
11. J. R. Porter, The Illustrated Guide to the Bible (New York City: Oxford University
Press, 1998), 28. See also Lawrence E. Stager, “Jerusalem as Eden,” Biblical Archaeology
Review 26/3 (May/June 2000): 37–38.
12. See, e.g., Mark W. Chavalas and K. Lawson Younger Jr., eds., Mesopotamia and
the Bible: Comparative Explorations (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002).
13. Marie-Thérèse Barrelet, “Une peinture de la cour 106 du palais de Mari,” in
Studia Mariana, ed. André Parrot (Leiden: Brill, 1950), 9–35.
14. Wyatt reminds us that, although “full recognition of its historical context” is
ultimately a requirement for the “legitimate use of the comparative approach” (Nicolas Wyatt, “The Significance of Ṣpn in West Semitic Thought: A Contribution to the
History of a Mythological Motif,” in The Mythic Mind: Essays on Cosmology and Religion
in Ugaritic and Old Testament Literature, ed. Nicolas Wyatt [London: Equinox, 2005],
117–18), there is much more of a “recognizable continuity” in the religious cultures of
earlier ages than we find in our own, and “the further back we go, the more conservative do we find cultural forms” (Nicolas Wyatt, “ ‘Water, Water Everywhere . . .’: Musings on the Aqueous Myths of the Near East,” in Wyatt, Mythic Mind, 220).
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in resonances with temple rites in their own tradition, which are
believed to fit the faithful for “royal courts on high.” 15

The Physical and Ritual Setting of the Investiture Panel
At the time of King Zimri-Lim, the great palace at Mari included
some three hundred rooms, corridors, and courtyards. The Inves
titure Panel was found in room 106, which most scholars believe
to be the so-called Court of the Palm, the main public space in the
inner ritual complex of the palace. Visitors’ eyes would have been
naturally drawn to the large scene (1.75m high and 2.5m wide) that
was no doubt deliberately placed at eye level.
Marie-Thérèse Barrelet was the first to conjecture that the
mural depicted an actual ritual event involving the king and statues of deities.16 Though subsequent scholarship has universally
agreed with this conclusion, it has differed about the specific
location where such a ceremony would have taken place. We find
the model of Yasin al-Khalesi the most convincing one to date
(see fig. 2). He argues that the ceremony would have taken place
within room 66. Presuming that the ritual would have been witnessed by only a few people, he concludes that “the purpose of the
mural was to illustrate the actual act of the ceremony” to those
standing in courtyard 106, immediately outside the entrance to
the fore throne room (room 64).17
In contrast to our precise knowledge about the physical location of the mural, only the broad outline of its ritual setting can
be inferred. As witnessed by later practice throughout the ancient
Near East, Mari’s rites of royal investiture likely took place at the
beginning of the king’s reign. Thereafter, they were ritually enacted
on an annual basis, probably at the festival of the Offerings of Ishtar,
15. “O My Father,” Hymns, no. 292. For a general discussion of related LDS rites,
see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Oath and Covenant of the Priesthood (Salt
Lake City: Eborn, 2012), esp. 53–58.
16. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 29–30.
17. Yasin M. al-Khalesi, The Court of the Palms: A Functional Interpretation of the Mari
Palace (Malibu, CA: Undena, 1978), 61.

Figure 2. Ritual complex, including the Court of the Palm proper at the left with the Investiture Panel on the lower portion of the right wall
(106), the fore throne room with its dais centered on the right wall (64), the inner throne room with another dais centered on the bottom
wall (65), and the sanctuary situated at the opposite end of the inner throne room (66). Image from al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, plate II.
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arguably “the most important event of the year at Mari.” 18 The few
clues in existence about this festival point to the possibility that
the Offerings of Ishtar was “the equivalent at Mari of the New Year
festival at Ashur a thousand years later.” 19 The central scene in the
Investiture Panel is consistent with what would have been the culminating moments of just such a ceremony.
Though differing in important details, scholars of Mari are in
general agreement that the areas in the ritual complex have been
laid out so as to accommodate a ceremonial progression of the king
and his entourage toward the innermost cella.20 The sequence of
movement from the more public to the most private portions of the
palace complex would correspond to a stepwise movement from
the outer edges of the Investiture Panel toward its center. In our
own reconstruction of events, we conjecture that at the times in
which kingship was to be renewed, following the king’s ordeal and
a recital of the events of the creation, the royal party would make
its advance from the gardenlike open space in the courtyard with
its central palm (room 106). This is consistent with a sacrificial scene
painted on the walls of courtyard 106 that has been “interpreted as
representing the king . . . leading a ‘procession of several temple
servants towards’ an enthroned god.” 21 Texts from Mari tell us that
the queen was the one who furnished sacrifices for the “Lady of the
Palace,” 22 presumably meaning Ishtar.
18. Dalley, Mari and Karana, 134. All scholars find the connection between the
mural and this particular festival to be a reasonable likelihood. However, as al-Khalesi
rightfully points out, rituals such as the one depicted in the panel may also have taken
place for additional reasons, e.g., “to inaugurate a newly constructed palace [or] to
celebrate the victory of the king in the palace of the defeated ruler.” Al-Khalesi, Court
of the Palms, 63.
19. Dalley, Mari and Karana, 136; cf. J. A. Black, “The New Year Ceremonies in
Ancient Babylon: ‘Taking Bel by the Hand’ and a Cultic Picnic,” Religion 11/1 (1981): 40.
20. Scholars agreeing on this general interpretation include Barrelet, Parrot, Margueron, Muller, and al-Khalesi. See, e.g., al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 61–65; and Béatrice Muller, “Aspects de la peinture murale proche-orientale au IIe millénaire avant
Jésus-Christ,” Revue archéologique de Picardie 10/10 (1995): 138n24.
21. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 63, citing a study by Anton Moortgat.
22. Jean-Marie Durand, cited in Nanno Marinatos, “The Minoan Harem: The Role of
Eminent Women and the Knossos Frescoes,” Dialogues d’histoire ancienne 15/2 (1990): 43.
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The procession must have included a statue of Ishtar, as well as
statues of less-important deities and high palace officials.23 Following
the initiatory rites of sacrifice, and after having successfully passed
by guardians at the entrance to each of the private chambers (64,
65), the party would come to the inner throne room (65) for the final
events of the ceremony. In the sanctuary at the far end of this throne
room (66; see fig. 3), the culminating rites of investiture would take
place in the presence of statuary representations of gods and divinized humans. At one or more points in the ceremony, the king would
have touched or grasped the hand of the statue of Ishtar.24
If al-Khalesi’s interpretation of archaeological findings in the
inner throne room is correct, some or all parties in the procession,
prior to the presentation of the king to Ishtar, would have stood
before a woven partition that divided the inner throne room (65)
and screened the sanctuary (66) from outside view. As discussed in
greater detail later in this article, this partition would have been
flanked by two gateposts in the form of sacred trees and perhaps
also by a final set of guardians. Once having passed to the inner
side of the partition, the paired statues of the goddesses with the
flowing vases would come into view at the foot of a stairway.
Finally, according to al-Khalesi, the king would have ascended
the stairway to enter the sanctuary (66) for the rites of investiture
described previously.
Consistent with the reconstruction of the Mari investiture ritual
just outlined, the following sections—Creation, Garden, and Divine
Kingship—will explore in greater detail possible meanings for the
prominent elements of the painting.
23. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 65. The carrying of the statues in the Mari procession would have functioned similarly to the transporting of the ark in corresponding Jerusalem temple rites; see, e.g., John H. Eaton, The Psalms: A Historical and Spiritual
Commentary with an Introduction and New Translation (London: Clark, 2003), 125–26; Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004),
1:177–80.
24. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 60–61.

Figure 3. Reconstruction of the innermost sanctuary (66). Drawing by Constance Spriesterbach in al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, plate VI.
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Creation
Although we know few direct details of the Old Babylonian
investiture ritual performed at Mari, it is certain that the fourth 25
of the eleven days of the later Babylonian New Year akītu festival
always included a rehearsal of the creation epic, Enuma Elish (“When
on high . . .”),26 a story whose theological roots reach back long
before the painting of the Investiture Panel and whose principal
motifs were carried forward in later texts throughout the Levant.27
In its broad outlines, this ritual text is an account of how Marduk
achieved preeminence among the gods of the heavenly council
through his victorious battles against the goddess Ti’amat and her
allies and of the subsequent creation of the earth and of humankind as a prelude to the building of Marduk’s temple in Babylon.28
The epic ends with the conferral upon Marduk of fifty sacred titles,
including the higher god Ea’s own name, accompanied with the declaration, “He is indeed even as I.” 29 Seen in this light, a better title for
Enuma Elish might be the Exaltation of Marduk.30
25. Black, “New Year Ceremonies,” 43.
26. Stephanie Dalley, ed. and trans., “The Epic of Creation,” in Myths from Mesopotamia: Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others, ed. Stephanie Dalley (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 228–77.
27. Kenton L. Sparks, Ancient Texts for the Study of the Hebrew Bible: A Guide to the
Background Literature (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2005), 167.
28. It is quite possible that the version of the creation story told at Mari featured
Ishtar rather than Marduk as its principal character; see Stephanie Dalley, Esther’s
Revenge at Susa: From Sennacherib to Ahasuerus (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2007), 148.
29. E. A. Speiser, “The Creation Epic (Enuma Elish),” in Ancient Near Eastern Texts
Relating to the Old Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard, 3rd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), 72 (7:140). The roles of Ea and Marduk can be understood by analogy to Christian conceptions of Deity “if we understand the Father as Ea and the son,
the Creator, as Marduk. It is Ea who advises his son and gives him the plan, the idea,
leading to his victory over Ti’amat. Later, at the end of the myth, Marduk eventually
assumes the name of his Father, Ea, and thus all of his powers.” Philippe Talon, “Enūma
Eliš and the Transmission of Babylonian Cosmology to the West,” in Mythology and
Mythologies: Methodological Approaches to Intercultural Influences, ed. Robert M. Whiting
(Helsinki: Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 2001), 276.
30. Richard J. Clifford, ed., Creation Accounts in the Ancient Near East and in the Bible
(Washington, DC: Catholic Biblical Association, 1994), 93.
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The idea that the process of creation provides a model for subsequent temple building and ritual31 is made explicit in Hugh Nibley’s
reading of the first, second, and sixth lines of Enuma Elish: “At once
above when the heavens had not yet received their name and the earth
below was not yet named . . . the most inner sanctuary of the temple
. . . had not yet been built.”32 Consistent with this reading, the account
goes on to tell how the god Ea founded his sanctuary (1:77),33 naming
it Apsu after he had “established his dwelling” (1:71), “vanquished and
trodden down his foes” (1:73), and “rested” in his “sacred chamber”
(1:75). Later, Marduk was granted the privilege of having his own temple built in likeness of the temple of the god Ea.34
Obviously, the temple of Marduk was not to be built directly by
divine hands, but rather by the king on behalf of the gods as one of
his central duties.35 In return for his fealty, the fruits of the victory
won by the gods were transmitted to the new king,36 both through
divine sanction for his kingship—expressed explicitly in the rituals of investiture—and also through the commission given him to
build a royal palace of his own, its function paralleling in the secular world that of the temple in the religious domain.
Of course, none of the Mesopotamian creation themes of victory over one’s adversaries, temple and palace construction, and
rest following enthronement will be unfamiliar to students of the
Bible. Indeed, John Walton correctly observes that “the ideology
of the temple is not noticeably different in Israel than it is in the
31. Hugh W. Nibley, “Return to the Temple,” in Temple and Cosmos: Beyond This
Ignorant Present (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992), 71–73.
32. Hugh W. Nibley, Teachings of the Pearl of Great Price (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004),
122. The term giparu, rendered by Nibley as “inner sanctuary” (Nibley, Teachings of the
Pearl of Great Price, 122; cf. Speiser, “Creation Epic,” 1:1, 2 6b, 60–61), has been translated variously in this context by others as “bog,” “marsh,” or “reed hut.” The latter
term more accurately conveys the idea of an enclosure housing the sanctuary or residence of the en(t)u priest(ess) of the temple.
33. See Speiser, “Creation Epic,” 61n4.
34. See Nibley, Teachings of the Pearl of Great Price, 126–27.
35. Pollock, Ancient Mesopotamia, 188.
36. Nicolas Wyatt, “Arms and the King,” in “There’s Such Divinity Doth Hedge a
King” (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2005), 181.
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ancient Near East. The difference is in the God, not in the way the
temple functions in relation to the God.” 37
A biblical analog to the function of Enuma Elish in Mesopotamian
ritual is found in the proposal that Genesis 1 was used as part of
Israelite temple liturgy.38 Moreover, some scholars find parallels to
Babylonian accounts of the primeval battle between the central god
and his adversaries echoed in the biblical description of the subduing of the powers of watery chaos prior to creation.39 Scattered in
fragmentary form throughout the historical, prophetic, poetic, apocalyptic, and wisdom literature of the Bible are other possible allusions to primordial combat scenes.40 Many Old Testament passages
go further to equate the mortal king’s political enemies with God’s
cosmic ones.41 Certain aspects of the Israelite Day of Atonement rite
in Leviticus 16 also “seem to mimic”42 events of the Mesopotamian
akītu festival. In line with creation themes linking divine rulership with the origins of human kingship are Jewish, Christian, and
Islamic texts that tell of Adam’s royal investiture in the Garden of
37. John H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 129.
38. E.g., Jeff Morrow, “Creation as Temple-Building and Work as Liturgy in Gene
sis 1–3,” Journal of the Orthodox Center for the Advancement of Biblical Studies 2/1 (2009):
1–13.
39. See Genesis 1:2, 6–10 and, e.g., Nahum M. Sarna, ed., The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 3, 6. The Pearl of
Great Price reflects these primeval traditions in its stories of Satan’s rebellion in the
premortal existence and of his dramatic confrontation with Moses (Moses 1:12–22;
4:1–4; Abraham 3:27–28; cf. Moses 1:25); see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, In God’s Image and
Likeness: Ancient and Modern Perspectives on the Book of Moses (Salt Lake City: Eborn,
2010), 60–61 (Moses 1:25e).
40. E.g., Exodus 15:1–18; Job 9:5–14; 26:5–14; 38:8–11; Psalms 18:5–18; 24:1–2; 29; 33:7–
8; 44:19; 46; 65:6–8; 72:8; 74:12–17; 77:17–20; 87:4; 89:10–14, 25; 93; 104:1–9, 25–26; 106:9;
110; 144:5–7; Proverbs 8:22–33; Isaiah 8:5–8; 14:4–23; 17:12–14; 27:1; 51:9–11; Jeremiah
5:22; 31:35; 51:34; Ezekiel 28:2–23; 29:3–5; 32:2–8; Jonah 2; Nahum 1:3–6; and Habakkuk
3:8–15. See also, e.g., Michael Fishbane, Biblical Myth and Rabbinic Mythmaking (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), 37–92; Nicolas Wyatt, Myths of Power: A Study of Royal
Myth and Ideology in Ugaritic and Biblical Tradition (Münster, Germany: Ugarit-Verlag,
1996), 117–26, 158–218.
41. Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient
Israel, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 98.
42. Sparks, Ancient Texts, 167.
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Eden43 and of the kingship of Noah.44 The idea of humans being created “in” or “as” the “image of God” (Genesis 1:27) parallels the practice of ancient kings who were seen as having been created as living images of the gods and who themselves “placed statues (images)
of themselves in far corners of their kingdom to proclaim, ‘This is
mine.’ Humans were God’s images to represent to all creatures God’s
rule over the earth.”45
Perhaps the most important area of comparative study for
Mesopotamian and biblical creation accounts is the increasingly
accepted idea that just as the story of creation in Enuma Elish culminates in the founding of Marduk’s sanctuary, so the architecture
of the tabernacle of ancient Israel is a physical representation of the
Israelite creation narrative.46 According to this view, the results of
each day of creation are symbolically reflected in tabernacle furnishings.47 Exodus 40:33 describes how Moses completed the tabernacle. The Hebrew text exactly parallels the account of how God
finished creation (Moses 3:1). Genesis Rabbah comments: “It is as if,
on that day [on which the tabernacle was raised in the wilderness],
I actually created the world.” 48 With this idea in mind, Nibley has
called the temple “a scale model of the universe.” 49
43. For references to Adam’s kingship in the Bible and the Qur’an, see Bradshaw,
In God’s Image, 314 (4-58), 433–34 (5-10).
44. See, e.g., Wyatt, “ ‘Water, Water Everywhere . . . ,’ ” 206–7. See also Jeffrey M.
Bradshaw, “The Ark and the Tent: Temple Symbolism in the Story of Noah” (paper to
be presented at a temple symposium, Provo, Utah, 22 September 2012).
45. Peter Enns, The Evolution of Adam (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 139. The
translation “as the image of God” takes the bet as a bet essentiae in Hebrew syntax; see
M. David Litwa, We Are Being Transformed: Deification in Paul’s Soteriology (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 2012), 108.
46. See Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 146–49.
47. E.g., Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 1:51–52. In this conception of creation, the focus is not on the origins of
the raw materials used to make the universe, but rather on their fashioning into a structure providing a useful purpose. John H. Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient
Cosmology and the Origins Debate (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 26, 35; cf.
Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 181; Abraham 4:1.
48. Jacob Neusner, ed., Genesis Rabbah (Atlanta: Scholars, 1985), 1:35 (III.IX.1.D),
brackets in original
49. Hugh W. Nibley, “The Meaning of the Temple,” in Temple and Cosmos, 15.
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In the biblical account, as in Enuma Elish (1:75), God rests when
his work is finished.50 And when he does so, taking his place in the
midst of creation and ascending to his throne, the cosmic temple
comes into its full existence as a functional sanctuary.51 This current scholarly understanding of the process explained in Genesis 1
as being the organization 52 of a world fit to serve as God’s dwelling
place is in contrast to the now scientifically 53 and theologically 54 discredited traditional view that this chapter merely describes, in poetic
terms, the discrete steps of an ex nihilo material creation followed
by a simple cessation of activity. Instead, from this updated perspective, we can regard the seventh day of creation as the enthronement
of God in his heavenly temple and the culmination of all prior crea
tion events.55 God’s instructions to “dress and keep” the garden are
nothing more nor less than an outline of the specific “temple” duties
being given to Adam as the archetypal Levite in God’s newly created sanctuary.56 In contrast to Enuma Elish and Atrahasis, where “the
high gods create lesser beings to do work for them so that they can
50. See Victor Hurowitz, I Have Built You an Exalted House: Temple Building in Light
of Mesopotamian and Northwest Semitic Writings (Sheffield: JSOT, 1992), 95, 330–31.
51. Walton, Lost World, 84, 88.
52. In his descriptions of the process of creation, the Prophet Joseph Smith
favored the verb organize to translate the Hebrew term bārā; see, e.g., http://www.
boap.org/LDS/Parallel/1844/7Apr44.html (accessed 18 April 2012). See also Abraham
4:1. Consistent with this biblical perspective, Teppo describes the “central theme” of
Enuma Elish as being “organizing, putting things in their correct places.” Saana Teppo,
“Sacred Marriage and the Devotees of Ištar,” in Sacred Marriages: The Divine-Human
Sexual Metaphor from Sumer to Early Christianity, ed. Martti Nissinen and Risto Uro
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 90.
53. See Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 538.
54. See Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 94–95 (Moses 2:1–2).
55. Walton, Lost World, 72–73, 75.
56. The Hebrew terms in Genesis for “to dress” (ʿāḇad) and “to keep” (šāmar)
respectively connote “to work, serve, till” (F. Brown, S. R. Driver, and C. A. Briggs,
The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2005],
712b–713c) and “keep, watch (guard), preserve” (Brown, Driver, and Briggs, Hebrew and
English Lexicon, 1036b). Recall the temple-like layout of the Garden of Eden (Bradshaw,
In God’s Image, 146–49) and the parallel description of duties in Numbers 3:8, where it
says that the Levites “shall keep (šāmar) all the instruments of the tabernacle of the
congregation, and the charge of the children of Israel, to do the service (ʿāḇad) of the
tabernacle.”
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rest,” 57 Genesis emphasizes that the first couple was meant to share
the divine pattern of sacred “rest” that followed the triumphant end
of creation, paralleling in a general way humankind’s later weekly
Sabbath keeping.

Garden
Attesting both the significance and ubiquity of gardens in
ancient Mesopotamia, Stephanie Dalley writes: “The Babylonians
and Assyrians planted gardens in cities, palace courtyards, and
temples, in which trees with fragrance and edible fruits were
prominent for re-creating their concept of Paradise.” 58 A tree,
either real or artificial, typically took the central position in palace courtyards,59 recalling the biblical account of the tree “in the
midst” (literally “in the center”) of the Garden of Eden (Genesis
2:9; cf. Moses 3:9).60 Likewise, Margueron pictured a solitary artificial palm tree—“made largely of bronze and silver plating on an
armature of wood” and, perhaps, accompanied by a series of live
palm trees in pots that formed an alley leading to the scenes of
sacrifice and the Investiture Panel 61—in the center of courtyard
106 (see fig. 4). He convincingly argues that the correspondence
between the central location of the palm with respect to the
courtyard and the central placement of the goddess Ishtar in the
Investiture Panel is no coincidence.62
57. Enns, Evolution of Adam, 73, emphasis in original. For a discussion of different
aspects of the motif of “rest” as it relates to creation, see Bradshaw, “Ark and Tent.”
58. Stephanie Dalley, “Ancient Mesopotamian Gardens and the Identification of
the Hanging Gardens of Babylon Resolved,” Garden History 21/1 (1993): 1.
59. Dalley, “Ancient Mesopotamian Gardens,” 2.
60. See Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 167–68 (Moses 3:9h), for more on this motif.
61. Jean-Claude Margueron, “Mari: A Portrait in Art of a Mesopotamian CityState,” in Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, ed. Jack M. Sasson (New York City: Scribner’s Sons, 1995; repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2000), 2:892–93.
62. Jean-Claude Margueron, “La peinture de l’Investiture: Rythme, mesures et
composition,” in Von Uruk nach Tuttul, eine Festschrift für Eva Strommenger, Studien und
Aufsätze von Kollegen und Freunden, ed. Barthel Hrouda, Stephan Kroll, and Peter Z.
Spanos (Munich: Profil Verlag, 1992), 106–7.

Figure 4. Reconstruction of the Court of the Palm with an artificial tree in the “exact center” of the open-air space (106). The Investiture Panel
is shown just to the right of the entry to the fore throne room (64). Drawing from Margueron, “Mari: A Portrait in Art,” 892.
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First Type of Sacred Tree
In the symmetrical side panels at the far left and right of the mural,
two men climb a date palm, either to fertilize it or to pick its fruit.63 It
is reasonable to suppose that in the context of the investiture ritual at
Mari, “its fruits might be offered to the goddess [Ishtar] who, moreover,
according to Sumerian texts, had not the least distaste for date wine.”64
The motif of eating sacred fruit is also preserved in the Sumerian
myth of Enki and Ninhursag, where Enki was cursed because he ate the
carefully nurtured plants of Ninhursag, the mother-goddess.65
However, according to both early Mesopotamian and later West
Semitic texts, date palms not only were a source of sweet fruit but
also sometimes were climbed to obtain access to a source of wisdom
or warning that has been termed “the conversation of palm trees.” 66
The action of eating sweet fruit or honey from such a tree was associated in the Bible with the “opening of the eyes” and the attainment
of “supernatural vision.” 67 More generally in the ancient Near East,
sacred trees were seen as a source of energy, grace, and power.68
We also observe that in ancient Near Eastern traditions from
Ugarit and Israel, sacred trees are sometimes identified with a
63. André Parrot, Mission archéologique de Mari, vol. 2: Le palais (Paris: Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1958), Peintures murales, 60–61n3; Barbara N. Porter, “Sacred
Trees, Date Palms and the Royal Persona of Ashurnasirpal II,” Journal of Near Eastern
Studies 52/2 (1993): 129–39.
64. Muller, “Aspects de la peinture murale,” 136; cf. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 24.
65. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 40 (lines 198–219).
66. Burton L. Visotzky, “The Conversation of Palm Trees,” in Tracing the Threads:
Studies in the Vitality of Jewish Pseudepigrapha, ed. John C. Reeves (Atlanta: Scholars,
1994), 205–14. According to Dalley, the “tree was so important in ancient Mesopotamia that it was personified as a god, Nin-Gishzida, ‘trusty tree,’ and had the power of
human speech” (Dalley, “Ancient Mesopotamian Gardens,” 2). Indeed, one of the most
popular pieces of Old Babylonian literature was the debate between the tamarisk and
the date palm, which the king had planted in his courtyard after a heavenly council
had granted the first kingship to men at the beginning. W. G. Lambert, Babylonian
Wisdom Literature (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1996), 151–64.
67. See, e.g., Edric A. S. Butterworth, The Tree at the Navel of the Earth (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1970), 74; see also 75, 78.
68. See the conclusions of Albenda, as cited in Mariana Giovino, The Assyrian
Sacred Tree: A History of Interpretations (Fribourg, Switzerland: Academic Press Fribourg, 2007), 172–73.
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human king,69 or with the mother of a king, whether human or
divine (cf. 1 Nephi 11:8–22).70 Consistent with these ideas, Mariana
Giovino concludes that ancient Mesopotamian cult objects resembling sacred trees “were possibly considered as substitutes for
gods” and “may have received sacrifices and prayers and undergone
purification rituals.” 71 Such an idea seems apparent in the Mari
Investiture Panel. In likeness of the two goddesses witnessing the
investiture in the inner sanctuary, a pair of similar goddesses near
the date palms raise their hands in supplication,72 suggesting a parallel between the tree and the king himself “as the gods’ regent on
earth, the conduit through whose actions their gift of abundance
could reach [the kingdom] and her empire.” 73 Like the palm tree, the
king is an “archetypal receiver and distributor of divine blessing.” 74
A number of scholars have found parallels in the layout of
the trees in the Garden of Eden and certain features of Israelite
sanctuaries.75 Significantly, the holiest places within the temples
of Solomon and of Ezekiel’s vision were decorated with palms.76
Indeed, the holy of holies in Solomon’s temple contained not only
one but many palm trees and pillars, which Terje Stordalen says can
represent “a kind of stylised forest.” 77 The angels on its walls may
69. Cf. Daniel 4:20, 22: “The tree . . . is thou, O king.” See also Judges 9:7–21; Terje
Stordalen, Echoes of Eden (Louvain: Peeters, 2000), 89–92; Geo Widengren, The King
and the Tree of Life in Ancient Near Eastern Religion (Uppsala, Sweden: Lundequistska
Bokhandeln, 1951), 42–50.
70. Daniel C. Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23,” in
Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World, ed. Davis Bitton (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998),
191–243.
71. Giovino, Assyrian Sacred Tree, 201.
72. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 45, 54; Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 355–56. AlKhalesi concludes that this supplication “was on behalf of the worshipper.” Al-Khalesi,
Court of the Palms, 15.
73. Porter, “Sacred Trees, Date Palms,” 139.
74. Stordalen, Echoes of Eden, 101. Cf. Margueron, “Mari: A Portrait in Art of a
Mesopotamian City-State,” 892; Muller, “Aspects de la peinture murale,” 136; Porter,
“Sacred Trees, Date Palms,” 133. See also Daniel 4:10–12.
75. E.g., Stordalen, Echoes of Eden, 112–16, 308–9.
76. 1 Kings 6:29, 32, 35; 7:36; 2 Chronicles 3:5; Ezekiel 40:16, 22, 26, 31, 34, 37;
41:18–20, 25–26.
77. Stordalen, Echoes of Eden, 122.
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have represented God’s heavenly council,78 mirrored on earth by
those who have attained “angelic” status through the rites of investiture. Such an interpretation recalls the statues of gods mingling
with divinized kings in the innermost sanctuary of the Mari palace.79 Borrowing Christian imagery of the righteous on earth being
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4), we might see eating of
the fruit of a sacred tree as a prelude to actually becoming a divine
provider of such fruit oneself. The relevance of this imagery for the
idea of kingship is discussed in greater detail later in this article.
Guardians and Sacred Names
In the Investiture Panel, a second type of sacred tree is guarded
by mythical winged animals who, according to al-Khalesi, would
be responsible for “the introduction of worshippers to the presence
of the god.” 80 Architecturally, he sees these animals being represented as wall reliefs, covered with metal or other precious materials, as one sees in the temple façade of Sin at Khorsabad.81
However, it is not unreasonable to suppose that these animals
might additionally have been represented as actual metal-plated statues placed at each of the entrances to the private areas of the Court
of the Palms complex, as one sometimes sees at the entrances to temples in Mari82 and elsewhere throughout the ancient world. Indeed,
Barrelet—citing texts associated with Gudea, a ruler of the southern
city of Lagash (ca. 2144–2124 bc)—conjectures that the three composite
animals in the Investiture Panel symbolize the three major areas of
78. Matthew B. Brown, The Gate of Heaven: Insights on the Doctrines and Symbols of
the Temple (American Fork, UT: Covenant Communications, 1999), 113.
79. E.g., “Gudea was received among the gods”; van Buren, cited in Hurowitz, I Have
Built, 45n1.
80. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 67.
81. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 23. This façade shares many features in common
with the Mari palace and the Investiture Panel. Parrot cites the prominent trees, the
pair of gods with flowing vases beneath them, and the procession of symbolic animals
on either side of the portal. Parrot, Mission archéologique de Mari, Peintures murales, 62;
see Barrelet, “Peinture,” 24–25, 33.
82. See, e.g., the lion from Mari’s Temple of Dagan (Parrot, Mari, capitale fabuleuse,
plate 22).
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the ritual complex where the investiture took place.83 In Babylonia, as
in Jerusalem, “different temple gates had names indicating the blessing received when entering: ‘the gate of grace,’ ‘the gate of salvation,’
‘the gate of life’ and so on,”84 as well as signifying “the fitness, through
due preparation, which entrants should have in order to pass through
[each of] the gates.”85 In Jerusalem, the final “gate of the Lord, into
which the righteous shall enter” (Psalm 118:20), very likely referred
to “the innermost temple gate”86 where those seeking the face of the
God of Jacob (cf. Psalm 24:6) would find the fulfillment of their temple
pilgrimage. Note that the middle guardian in the painting is pictured
with one foot propped up against the tree, suggesting a possible correspondence to guardians that might have been placed at the gateposts
of the innermost sanctuary partition. Such guardians would find their
likeness in the position and function of biblical cherubim whose depiction appeared on the veil of the Jerusalem temple (2 Chronicles 3:14).
We know nothing directly about the possibility or function
of gatekeepers in Old Babylonian rites of investiture. However, it
should be remembered that Enuma Elish both “begins and ends with
concepts of naming” and that, in this context, “the name, properly
understood [by the informed], discloses the significance of the created thing.” 87 If it is reasonable to suppose that the function of sacred
names in initiation ritual elsewhere in the ancient Near East might
be extended by analogy to Old Babylonian investiture liturgy, we
might see in the account of the fifty names given to Marduk at the
end of Enuma Elish a description of his procession through the ritual complex in which he took upon himself the personal attributes
83. “Gudea . . . makes several allusions . . . to imaginary beings (or to animals who
have a counterpart in reality) that correspond to a given part of the temple” (Barrelet,
“Peinture,” 24). See the Cylinders of Gudea, Cylinder A 24–28, in The Harps That Once
. . . : Sumerian Poetry in Translation, trans. Thorkild Jacobsen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 419–24. In addition, Barrelet describes evidence that gatepost guardians sometimes may have been represented in human form; Barrelet, “Peinture,” 27.
84. Mowinckel, Psalms, 1:181n191.
85. Eaton, Psalms, 405 (Psalm 118:19–22). See also Psalm 24:3–4.
86. Mowinckel, Psalms, 1:180.
87. Benjamin R. Foster, “Epic of Creation,” in Before the Muses: An Anthology of
Akkadian Literature, ed. Benjamin R. Foster, 3rd ed. (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 2005), 437.
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represented by those names one by one.88 Ultimately, one might
suppose, he would have passed the guardians of the sanctuary gate
to reach the throne of Ea where, as also related in the account, he
finally received the god’s own name and identity.89
By way of comparison, the biblical book of Genesis relates how
Adam was commanded by God to give names to the animals in the
Garden of Eden (Moses 3:19).90 Although the standard explanation
for this elliptically described incident is that it gives Adam an opportunity to display his godlike dominion over the animals,91 recent
scholarship suggests that the story of Adam and Eve, like the biblical
creation account, may have functioned as a temple text 92 and, in that
light, that there may be more to the story than first meets the eye.93
Whereas Jewish tradition records that the animals subsequently
bowed to Adam, pseudepigraphic and Islamic accounts instead have
angels paying homage to him.94 Moreover, Islamic sources hint at a
context of initiation. While omitting the biblical account where the
animals were named, the Qur’an relates in its place the story of how
Adam—before the fall and after having been instructed by God—
was directed to recite a series of secret names to the angels in order
to convince them that he was worthy of the elevated status of priest
and king that had been conferred upon him.95
88. Talon explains, “The importance of the names is not to be understressed. One
of the preserved Chaldaean Oracles says: ‘Never change the Barbarian names’ and in
his commentary Psellus (in the 11th century) adds ‘This means: there are among the
peoples names given by God, which have a particular power in the rites. Do not transpose them in Greek.’ A god may also have more than one name, even if this seems to
introduce a difficult element of confusion, at least for us” (Talon, “Enūma Eliš,” 275).
89. “He is indeed even as I.” Speiser, “Creation Epic,” 7:140, 72. Cf. Foster, “Epic of
Creation,” 437–38.
90. For other accounts of the ritual uses of naming in the Old Testament, see David
Calabro, “The Giving of New Names in the Hebrew Bible” (master’s thesis, Vanderbilt
University, 2003).
91. See, e.g., Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 177 (Moses 3:19b).
92. See, e.g., Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 342–44.
93. See Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 177–79.
94. See discussion and examples in Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 225.
95. E.g., Qur’an 2:30–33.

The Investiture Panel at Mari (Bradshaw and Head) • 23

Second Type of Sacred Tree
Scholars contrast the realism in the Investiture Panel depiction
of the date palm to the representation of the second type of “Sacred
Tree,” which seems to be “imaginary” in kind.96 Barrelet nonetheless was convinced that it represented an actual object in the architecture of the ritual complex.97
As to the specific function of this tree, al-Khalesi concludes that
it was “meant to symbolize a door-post.” From archaeological evidence, he conjectures that such posts could have provided supporting infrastructure for a partition made of “ornamented woven material.” 98 This recalls the kikkisu, a woven reed partition ritually used
in temples through which the Mesopotamian flood hero received
divine instruction.99 If symmetrically placed, the gateposts would
have defined a portal of about two meters in width at the end of the
inner throne room (65) nearest the sanctuary (66).100 The neo-Hittite
temple at ‘Ain Dara provides a parallel to such an arrangement in its
screened-off podium shrine located at the far end of its main hall.101
By way of analogy, Egyptian, Jewish, Christian, and Islamic literature alludes to a secondary paradisiacal tree as a symbol of the veil
of the temple sanctuary 102 and of the theme of death and rebirth.103
Perhaps the most interesting biblical tradition about the placement
96. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 11, 43; cf. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 12, 27; and Parrot, Mission archéologique de Mari, Peintures murales, 59. Giovino refutes arguments by
scholars who frequently conflate this second type of sacred tree with the date palm
(see, e.g., Giovino, Assyrian Sacred Tree, 113–28 and figs. 58–60).
97. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 12.
98. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 18; cf. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 26–27; Giovino, Assyrian Sacred Tree, 195–96.
99. Hugh W. Nibley, Lehi in the Desert; The World of the Jaredites; There Were Jaredites
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 362.
100. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 57.
101. John Monson, “The New ‘Ain Dara Temple: Closest Solomonic Parallel,” Biblical Archaeology Review 26/3 (May/June 2000): 20–30, 32–35, 67.
102. See Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Book of Moses (Salt Lake City:
Eborn, 2010), 77–87; see also Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, “The Tree of Knowledge as the Veil
of the Sanctuary” (paper to be presented at the 2013 Sperry Symposium, Provo, Utah,
October 2013).
103. See Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Book of Moses, 109–26.
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of the two special trees in the Garden of Eden is the Jewish idea that
the foliage of the tree of knowledge hid the tree of life from direct
view and that “God did not specifically prohibit eating from the
tree of life because the tree of knowledge formed a hedge around
it; only after one had partaken of the latter and cleared a path for
himself could one come close to the tree of life.” 104 It is in this same
sense that the fourth-century Christian, Ephrem the Syrian, could
call the tree of knowledge “the veil for the sanctuary.” 105
One example of an architectural parallel to the Mari sanctuary partition hanging between two artificial trees is a depiction
of Solomon’s temple at the el-Khirbe Samara synagogue 106 that
shows the veil being suspended from two columns whose treelike appearance is highlighted in some accounts. In many parallel
investiture depictions from early 107 and later 108 Babylonia, either
trees or treelike columns stand immediately in front of the throne
of the god, thus demonstrating the strong association between
the symbolism of the veil and the flanking arboreal doorposts in
ancient Mesopotamia.
Barrelet discusses depictions of doorpost guardians in human
form “found on many cylinder seals from different eras.” 109 She
notes that “certain of these guardians are frequently shown between
104. Meir Zlotowitz and Nosson Scherman, eds., Bereishis/Genesis, 2nd ed. (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah, 1986), 101; cf. 96. For more on this theme as it relates to the biblical
story of Adam and Eve, see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw and Ronan J. Head, “Mormonism’s
Satan and the Tree of Life,” Element: A Journal of Mormon Philosophy and Theology 4/2
(2010): 1–54.
105. Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 350–63), “The Hymns on Paradise,” in Hymns on Paradise, ed. Sebastian Brock (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1990), 3:5, 92.
Note that the phrase in the midst was used both to describe the location of the two special trees of the Garden of Eden and also for the heavenly veil in the creation account
(Moses 2:6).
106. Image from William J. Hamblin, http://hamblinofjerusalem.blogspot.com/2010/01/
temple-mosaics-from-el-khirbe-synagogue.html (accessed 30 January 2010).
107. See, e.g., the investiture scene from the Ur-Nammu Stela, ca. 2100 bc.
Jeanny V. Canby, The “Ur-Nammu” Stela (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, 2001), plate 33.
108. See, e.g., the Sippar Shamash Tablet, from the reign of the Babylonian king
Nabu-apla-iddina, ca. 900 bc; Giovino, Assyrian Sacred Tree, fig. 77; cf. 178.
109. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 26.
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the gate they are commissioned to guard and the trees that rise
up immediately behind them [see fig. 5]. This provides additional
proof that the ‘gate’ of the divine dwelling is flanked by posts, or by
artificial trees that stand there.” 110
Presentation Scenes
With respect to the king’s passage through the final portal to
enter into the presence of the god, Parrot finds the “endless scenes
of presentation” on ancient Mesopotamian cylinder seals of particular significance.111 Consistent with their function as instruments
of authentication, such seals were used to confirm the legitimate
status of the bearer 112 and may have been “understood in [their]
own time to represent the very moment of the conferring of that
status.” 113 Parrot distinguishes between a first and a second type
of presentation. In the first type, the king is presented to the god
by a mediating deity who holds his hand (see fig. 6, top). In the
second type, “the worshiper, who has already been introduced,” 114
now interacts directly with the god (see fig. 6, bottom). Whereas the
first scene is consistent with the idea of the introduction of the king
at the entrance to the final temple portal described in the previous
section, the second scene might correspond to the depiction of the
actual investiture in the upper register of the central scene of the
panel discussed below.

Divine Kingship
Having left the garden areas and now, at last, being within the
inner sanctuary, the king of Mari’s journey to the celestial realm
110. Barrelet, “Peinture,” 26–27.
111. André Parrot, Abraham et son temps (Neuchâtel, Switzerland: Delachaux et
Niestlé, 1962), 28; Barrelet, “Peinture,” 27–28.
112. Irene J. Winter, “The King and the Cup: Iconography of the Royal Presentation Scene on Ur III Seals,” in Insight through Images: Studies in Honor of Edith Porada,
ed. Marilyn Kelly-Buccellati, Paolo Matthiae, and Maurits Van Loon (Malibu, CA:
Undena, 1986), 265.
113. Winter, “King and the Cup,” 264.
114. Parrot, Abraham, 28.

Figure 5. Guardians of the gate with trees rising up immediately behind them. The
central figure in the upper panel is the standing god. Drawings from Barrelet, “Une
peinture,” 27, fig. 11.

Figure 6. Mesopotamian cylinder seals showing a first presentation scene and a second presentation scene. Photos by Parrot in Abraham et son temps, plate II, a and b.
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was complete and he was (re-)endowed with kingship. Such a ritual
journey was not unique to Mari. Nicolas Wyatt summarizes a wide
range of evidence indicating “a broad continuity of culture throughout the Levant” 115 wherein the candidate for kingship underwent a
ritual journey intended to confer a divine status as a son of God,116
thereby allowing him “ex officio, direct access to the gods.” 117
Scholars have long debated the meaning of scattered fragments
of rituals of sacral kingship in the Old Testament, especially in the
psalms, but over time have increasingly found evidence of parallels
with Mesopotamian investiture traditions.118 In this regard, one of
the most significant of these is Psalm 110, an unquestionably royal
and—for Christians—messianic passage:
1. A word of the Lord for my lord: Sit at my right hand,
till I make your enemies a stool for your feet.
2. The Lord shall extend the sceptre of your power from 		
Zion,
so that you rule in the midst of your enemies.
3. Royal grace is with you on this day of your birth,
in holy majesty from the womb of the dawn;
115. Nicolas Wyatt, “Degrees of Divinity: Some Mythical and Ritual Aspects of
West Semitic Kingship,” in Wyatt, “There’s Such Divinity Doth Hedge a King,” 192.
116. See Wyatt, “Degrees of Divinity,” 191–220.
117. Wyatt, “Degrees of Divinity,” 220; cf. Eaton, commenting on Psalm 110:4: “He
will be priest-king, the supreme figure for whom all the other personnel of the temple
were only assistants” (Eaton, Psalms, 385). Nibley, commenting on Egyptian kingship: “Kings must be priests, and candidates to immortality must be both priests and
kings.” Hugh W. Nibley, The Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri: An Egyptian Endowment,
2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 2005), 353.
118. While many of the specific criticisms of research in this tradition are well
deserved, no better explanation has yet been attempted for the evidence as a whole.
For example, having reviewed nearly a century of criticisms relating to Mowinckel’s
theory of an Israelite enthronement festival, Roberts finds that a modified version of
this idea still offers “the most adequate interpretive context for understanding both the
classical enthronement Psalms and a large number of other Psalms.” J. J. M. Roberts,
“Mowinckel’s Enthronement Festival: A Review,” in The Book of Psalms: Composition
and Reception, ed. Peter W. Flint and Patrick D. Miller Jr. (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 113. For a
description of similar themes in the Qumran literature, see David J. Larsen, “Themes
of the Royal Cult in the Psalms and in the Dead Sea Scrolls” (PhD diss., St. Andrews
University, in preparation).
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4.
5.
6.
7.

upon you is the dew of your new life.
The Lord has sworn and will not go back:
You are a priest for ever, after the order of Melchizedek.
The Lord at your right hand
will smite down kings in the day of his wrath.
In full majesty he will judge among the nations,
smiting heads across the wide earth.
He who drinks from the brook by the way
shall therefore lift high his head.119

A well-known scholar of the Psalms, John Eaton, summarizes
the import and setting of these verses as part of
the ceremonies enacting the installation of the Davidic king
in Jerusalem. The prophetic singer announces two oracles
of the Lord for the new king (vv. 1, 4) and fills them out
with less direct prophecy (vv. 2–3, 5–7). Items of enthronement ceremonial seem reflected: ascension to the throne,
bestowal of the sceptre, anointing and baptism signifying
new birth as the Lord’s son (v. 3 [cf. Psalm 2:7; 1 Chronicles
17:13]), appointment to royal priesthood, symbolic defeat
of foes, the drink of life-giving water. As mentioned [in
Psalms] 2, 18, 89, [and] 101, the rites may have involved a
sacred drama and been repeated in commemorations, perhaps annually in conjunction with the celebration of God’s
kingship, for which the Davidic ruler was chief “servant.” 120
As with the investiture rites of ancient Israel, our knowledge of
Mesopotamian ceremonies is limited because of secrecy, the tradition of oral transmission, and the fragmentary nature of the texts.121
However, the broad outlines are clear enough. Below we give a
reconstruction of the culminating rites.
119. Translation in Eaton, Psalms, 384.
120. Eaton, Psalms, 384–85.
121. Sparks, Ancient Texts, 167.
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Flowing Water
In the lower half of the central register of the Investiture Panel,
we see female figures holding jars from which flow four streams,
recalling the four rivers that flowed out from underneath the tree of
life in the biblical Garden of Eden and also from the Israelite temple
mount.122 A seedling (see Alma 32:41–42) grows out of the middle of
the streams, which brings to mind the Book of Mormon account of
Nephi’s dream where he saw the “tree of life” sharing the same location as the “fountain of living waters” (1 Nephi 11:25). In a thirteenthcentury-bc ivory inlay from Assur, four streams flow into water jars
from a god at the top of a mountain, who stands between two sacred
trees guarded by a pair of winged bulls.123 By way of analogy to kingship rituals elsewhere in the ancient Near East, the streams in the
Mari palace could be seen as representing a final ritual washing or
libation 124—or perhaps instead a “drink of life-giving water” 125—as a
prelude to the final rites of royal investiture.
Al-Khalesi proposed that these female figures, or goddesses, correspond architecturally to two identical statues with flowing vases
that once flanked the bottom of the stairway to the sanctuary (66).
One such statue was found within the Court of the Palm complex
in the Mari palace. Careful examination of the statue “shows that
actual water streamed out of the vase.”126 As evidence for a symmetric
122. See Stager, “Jerusalem as Eden,” 37–38. On the streams of Eden, see Moses
3:10 and 1 Nephi 11:25. See also, e.g., Revelation 22:1–2. On the streams flowing from
underneath the Jerusalem temple mount, see Psalm 36:8–9; Ezekiel 47:1; Joel 3:18; and
Zechariah 14:8.
123. John H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament: Introducing
the Conceptual World of the Hebrew Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 122;
see photograph and caption in Stager, “Jerusalem as Eden,” 41.
124. See Black, “New Year Ceremonies,” 45.
125. Eaton, Psalms, 384, commenting on Psalm 110:7; cf. John 4:6–15, 7:38; Revelation 21:6. The Sumerian ruler Gudea is depicted as receiving a drink from the gods,
“representing supernatural life.” John H. Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms (London: SCM,
1976), 96. Similarly, in Israel, “a cup of life and salvation [was] given to the king from
the Gihon source” (Eaton, Psalms, 386) so that he might be “purified and strengthened”
as part of the “procession from the brook to the king’s palace” (Mowinckel, Psalms,
1:64). Note that in Genesis 2:13, Gihon is named as one of the rivers of Eden.
126. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 43.
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placement of two such statues at the foot of the sanctuary stairway, alKhalesi cites the finding of waterproof building material and drainage installations in each of the corresponding locations.127 A placement
of two such statues of gods with flowing vases likewise is found on
the façade of the temple of Sin at Khorsabad.128
The meaning of the sprout and the flowing water is made
apparent in a seal of Gudea. In this seal, a mediating deity introduces the humble, bareheaded, and nearly naked Gudea to a seated
god. The mediating god presents a vase featuring a seedling and
flowing water to the god. Water flows from the seated god himself
into flowing vases, no doubt anticipating the sprouting of future
seedlings that have yet to appear (see fig. 7a). The scene suggested is
one of rebirth and transformation: drawing on the phraseology of
the Gospel of John we might say that having been “born of water”
(John 3:5),129 the king, in likeness both of the sprout within the flowing vase and of the god to which he is being introduced, is also to
become a “well of water springing up into everlasting life” (John
4:14). An additional sculpture attests just such an interpretation,
where Gudea himself is shown with his head covered and holding
a vase of flowing water (see fig. 7b).

Figures 7a and 7b. Impression seal of Gudea, Tello, Iraq, ca. 2150 bc. Drawing from
Canby, “Ur-Nammu” Stela, plate 14a. The Sumerian prince Gudea holding a vase of
flowing water, ca. 2150 bc. Réunion des Musées Nationaux / Art Resource, NY.
127. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 43–45.
128. Image in al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 42.
129. See Nibley, Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri, 164.
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General Description of the Investiture Ceremony at Mari
Regarding the specifics of the Mari ceremony from an earlier
time, the following excerpt from an oracle of the god Adad to King
Zimri-Lim is understood by Wyatt as an allusion to established
rites of royal investiture:
Thus speaks Adad: . . . I have given all the land to
Yahdun-Lim and, thanks to my arms, he has had no equal
in combat. . . .
I have brought you back to the throne of your father,
and have given you the arms with which I fought against
Ti’amat [literally tâmtum]. I have anointed you with the oil
of my victory, and no one has withstood you.130
Based on this and other fragmentary textual evidence,131 Wyatt conjectures three events that would have taken place during the ritual
of investiture at Mari:
Firstly, the king is escorted by the god to the throne of
his father, where he presumably takes his seat. This suggests that he approaches the throne accompanied by the
image of the god, perhaps holding his hand;
Secondly, he is given the “divine weapons,” which
are identified as those used by the god in the mythical
Chaoskampf [i.e., the primeval battle between the central
god and his adversaries].132 Something of their power and
efficacy is evidently to be transmitted to the king;
Thirdly, he is anointed, in the first extra-biblical allusion to the anointing of a king. This most distinctive of
130. Jean-Marie Durand, “Le mythologème du combat entre le dieu de l’orage et
la mer en Mésopotamie,” Mari: Annales de recherches interdisciplinaires 7 (1993): 45; the
second paragraph is from Wyatt’s translation of the French in Wyatt, “Arms and the
King,” 159.
131. See Black, “New Year Ceremonies,” 44–45, for a detailed reconstruction of
related ceremonies during the later Babylonian akītu festival.
132. Scholars debate as to whether they are to be seen as weapons or as implements
of building construction. See more on these two views below.
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Israelite and Judahite rites is now given a pedigree going
back a millennium. This is thus the formal inauguration of
[the king’s] reign.133
The Hand Ceremony
Wyatt connects the well-known Mesopotamian akītu hand
ceremony with the moment when royal insignia were conferred:
The actual handing over of the weapons (taken by the king
from the hands of the divine image?) indicates a process
of direct transmission by touch, comparable to rites of laying of hands, as in investitures, and enthronement rites in
which kings sit on the divine throne.134
Comparing the function of the hand ceremony to Jewish, Mandaean,
and Manichaean handclasp rites, Ethel Drower sees the “yearly
placing of the king’s hand into the hand of the god [as] a kind of
pact: the king swore fealty to his divinity; the god engaged himself to protect king and people. The handclasp appears on ancient
Persian coins as an emblem of peace and alliance.” 135
In an Old Testament context, Matthew Brown notes a depiction of a handclasp in a presentation scene involving “the Israelite
king standing at the veiled door of the Jerusalem Temple and being
admitted by the Lord into an assembly” (see Psalm 27; cf. D&C
76:67).136 He also notes important allusions in the psalms. At least
one traditional Jewish exegete, ibn Ezra, recognized similar “mechanisms of human ascent” in Psalm 73:23–24: “for I am always with
133. Wyatt, “Arms and the King,” 159–60.
134. Wyatt, “Arms and the King,” 160n28.
135. Ethel S. Drower, Water into Wine (London: Murray, 1956), 102n1. Cf. Bradshaw,
In God’s Image, 681–86, 871–73.
136. Matthew B. Brown, “The Israelite Temple and the Early Christians” (paper
presented at the FAIR Conference, Sandy, Utah, August 2008); see http://www.fairlds.
org/fair-conferences/2008-fair-conference/2008-the-israelite-temple-and-the-earlychristians (accessed 3 May 2012).
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You; you grasped my right hand [and] led me into your [council],
and afterwards granted me glory.” 137
The Oath
Within the panel’s culminating scene of royal investiture, we
take the king’s raised right hand as representing the gesture of
an oath.138 His outstretched left arm receives the ring and staff
of his office, symbols of divine power that are discussed in more
detail below.139
In his study of the nīšum oath at Mari, Paul Hoskisson conjectured that the course of the Ishtar festival—plausibly the event at
which kingship was renewed—may have provided an occasion for
the king to swear the oath of the gods.140 He described the words
and gestures associated with the oath ceremony as follows:
This spoken element of the oath could have reference to god
and/or kings as the object, literally, “by the life of” god and/
or king. . . . In addition to the verbal element, there was also
a “ritual gesture,” presumably of the hand or hands, associated with the oath. . . . While the exact denotation of these
phrases remains elusive, they no doubt refer to touching or
seizing the throat (AHw 535a), and connote the seriousness
of the commitment undertaken by reciting the oath.141
Conditional self-cursing was a standard part of covenant making elsewhere in the ancient Near East, and is indeed implied by
the grammar of oaths in Akkadian where the oath is introduced
by the protasis, “If I do not . . . [then].” Also of relevance is Yael
137. John C. Reeves, Heralds of That Good Realm: Syro-Mesopotamian Gnosis and Jewish
Traditions (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 123; cf. 137n80.
138. See Stephen D. Ricks, “Oaths and Oath-Taking in the Old Testament,” in The
Temple in Time and Eternity, ed. Donald W. Parry and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 1999), 49–50.
139. Al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 58.
140. Paul Y. Hoskisson, “The Nīšum ‘Oath’ in Mari,” in Mari in Retrospect: Fifty Years of
Mari and Mari Studies, ed. Gordon D. Young (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1992), 208.
141. Hoskisson, “Nīšum ‘Oath’ in Mari,” 204.
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Ziegler’s examination of the biblical use of variations of the oath
formula: “So may God do to me and more.” 142 He notes that the
allusive nature of this phrase
may suggest that this oath formula was accompanied by an
act, speech, or gesture that suggested the manner of punishment in case of violation of this oath. In speculating on
the nature of this act, scholars offer various possibilities: it
is a verbal enumeration of punishments that would occur in
case of its violation; a symbolic gesture or act intended to
clarify the implied punishment in case of violation, such as
an index finger moving across the throat 143 or another gesture of threatened punishment; or a ritual act involving the
slaughter of animals. In this situation, the slaughtered animal would represent the punishment which God is invoked
to execute against the violator of the oath.144
An oath made by God himself, accompanying investiture with
the royal priesthood in Israel, is attested by Psalm 110:4. Here the
Lord confirms his intent by “an oath which he will never revoke.
It appoints the king to be God’s priest forever.” 145 This same concept is invoked in the book of Hebrews (Hebrews 6:13–20; 7:15–28)
and in the explanation of the oath and covenant of the priesthood
given in Doctrine and Covenants 84:32–48.146
The Conferral of Royal Insignia
We have now worked our way from the outermost edges of
the Investiture Panel to its exact center, where is depicted the conferral of royal insignia on the king by the Mesopotamian goddess
142. Yael Ziegler, “ ‘So Shall God Do . . .’: Variations of an Oath Formula and Its
Literary Meaning,” Journal of Biblical Literature 126/1 (2007): 59–81, finds twelve such
instances in the Bible: 1 Samuel 3:17; 14:44; 20:13; 25:22; 2 Samuel 3:9, 35; 19:13; 1 Kings
2:23; 19:2; 20:10; 2 Kings 6:31; Ruth 1:17.
143. Cf. Moses 5:29; see also Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 377–78 (Moses 5:29b).
144. Ziegler, “ ‘So Shall God Do . . . ,’ ” 62–63.
145. Eaton, Psalms, 385, commenting on Psalm 110:4.
146. See Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Oath and Covenant of the Priesthood, 60–62.
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Ishtar. Among other identifying conventions for Ishtar, note the
lion under her foot, consistent with the Chaoskampf creation theme
of triumph over one’s adversaries.147 The picture of Ishtar’s foot on
the lion recalls the biblical statement in Genesis 3:15: “it shall bruise
thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel” (cf. Moses 4:21).
With respect to the royal insignia, there is no question that
Ishtar is holding out the well-known Mesopotamian rod and ring
that—according to the most recent major study of the subject, by
Kathryn Slanski—was “employed for almost 2,000 years, in both
Babylonian and Assyrian royal monuments and in non-royal
works.” And yet, as she also points out, researchers have heretofore been unable to propose “a convincing explanation for what the
objects, the ‘rod’ and the ‘ring,’ are, and what meaning or meanings
their representation was intended to convey.” 148 The most troublesome interpretive problem is the ring. Significantly, though the ring
in the Investiture Panel and in many later illustrations seems to be
solid, it is in fact formed in the older Ur-Nammu stela by a coiled
rope. According to Thorkild Jacobsen, both the rod (which he calls
a “yardstick”) and the looped rope (which he calls a “measuring
coil”) held in the right hand of the deity in both the Ur-Nammu
stela and the Mari Investiture Panel are implements associated with
the building of temples. On the other hand, the battle-axe hanging
down idly from the left hand of the deity is a deadly instrument
of war. Insightfully, Jacobsen observes that in the stela, as in the
Investiture Panel, it is the rod and ring rather than
the weapon that [the deity] hands to Urnammu, thus
entrusting him with works of peace rather than war, for the
147. See al-Khalesi, Court of the Palms, 58–60, for arguments in favor of the identification of this goddess with Ishtar. Eaton observes: “Exalted thrones always had a
footstool, and there are Egyptian examples of such stools formed or decorated to symbolize subjected foes” (Eaton, Psalms, 385, commenting on Psalm 110:1). For related
motifs in Jewish and Christian sources, see Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 266–67.
148. Kathryn E. Slanski, “The Mesopotamian ‘Rod’ and ‘Ring’: Icon of Righteous
Kingship and Balance of Power between Palace and Temple, 2100–850 bce,” in Regime
Change in the Ancient Near East and Egypt: From Sargon of Agade to Saddam Hussein, ed.
Harriet Crawford (New York City: Oxford University Press, 2007), 38.
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task of building temples could be done only in peacetime.
Thus the yardstick and measuring coil symbolize peace,
and Inanna [in the related story of the Descent of Inanna]
holds them 149 because, as goddess of war she clearly controls also the absence of war, peace.150
Further confirming this interpretation is the fact that on the
Mari painting—the only such depiction known that still shows
color—the “ ‘rod’ is painted white and the ‘ring’ is red.” 151 From
both linguistic and archaeological evidence (e.g., “traces of red discovered in excavation of the ziggurat of Anu in Uruk”), Slanski
concludes that the ring in the hand of Ishtar could well be an
ancient chalk line.152 As emblems that symbolically conjoin the acts
of measuring and laying the temple foundation with the processes
of cosmic creation, the Mesopotamian rod and ring can be profitably compared to temple surveying instruments in the biblical
book of Ezekiel 153 as well as to the analogous figures of the square
and circle (or compass).154
With respect to the role of these emblems as symbols of the
just rulership of the king, Slanski’s overall conclusions are worth
quoting directly:
149. See Descent of Inanna 14–19, 102–7, 134–35, in Jacobsen, Harps That Once, 207, 212,
213. For an Old Babylonian depiction of Inanna in the underworld holding a “yardstick and measuring coil” in each hand, see Jeremy Black, Graham Cunningham,
Eleanor Robson, and Gábor Zólyomi, The Literature of Ancient Sumer (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), 70.
150. Thorkild Jacobsen, cited in Slanski, “ ‘Rod’ and ‘Ring,’ ” 45. The difference in
attitude manifested by the rod and ring versus the battle-axe can be compared to the
contrasting Egyptian kingship symbols of the shepherd’s crook vs. the flail.
151. Slanski, “  ‘Rod’ and ‘Ring,’ ” 44.
152. See Slanski, “ ‘Rod’ and ‘Ring,’ ” 47–48.
153. See Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel: Chapters 25–48 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 512, 515.
154. Hugh W. Nibley, “The Circle and the Square,” in Temple and Cosmos, 139–73.
See Matthew B. Brown, “Cube, Gate, and Measuring Tools: A Biblical Pattern” (paper
presented at the Expound Symposium, Provo, Utah, 14 May 2011); see http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=ZLy2tIbqeAc (accessed 5 May 2012). Copy of manuscript in the
possession of Jeffrey M. Bradshaw.
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The suggestion proposed here, then, is that the “rod
and ring,” depicted clearly as coiled rope on the Ur-Namma
Stele, are surveying tools for laying straight lines. Of course,
they would also be used for measuring; such tools, after all,
serve both interrelated purposes even today. But my emphasis here is on the use of these instruments to lay straight
foundations, a visual metaphor that arose in the realm of
physical building and construction to be employed as an
expression signalling righteous royal leadership. In the
imagery of Ur-Namma’s stele, the symbol is to be connected
with the building activity portrayed in the registers below,
and in Hammurabi’s stele with that king’s memorialization
of himself as šar mēšarim, the “just king.” That the “rod and
ring” is held out to the king by the divinity in this and similar scenes, and not held by the king himself, may express
the understanding that while the god may show or reveal
to the ruler the means for making foundations or guiding
people “straight,” justice and the tools for establishing justice remain firmly in the hands of the gods.
What of the preponderance of the depictions which do
not clearly show the “ring” as rope or cord? Here I follow
Frankfort and Cooper, who proposed that visual representation of the symbols “metamorphose” later into—or are
interpreted later as—the more familiar “rod and ring,” such
as that seen on the Hammurabi Law Stele and the Sippar
Shamash Tablet from southern Mesopotamia, the Assyrian
representations from northern Mesopotamia, and the royal
stele from Elam.155
How do we then explain Wyatt’s previously mentioned reference to the message from the god Adad to the king of Mari that tells
how, in the midst of what seems to be a ceremony of kingship, he
had given him “the arms with which I fought against Ti’amat”? 156
155. Slanski, “ ‘Rod’ and ‘Ring,’ ” 51.
156. Durand, “Mythologème du combat,” 45, from Wyatt’s translation of the French
in Wyatt, “Arms and the King,” 159.
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Since there is no explicit link between the Mari Investiture Panel
and the oracle, we are free to conjecture that, just as the painting
seems to depict an established rite involving the “rod and ring” that
authorized the king to build a palace and establish his just rule, so
there may have been an analogous ceremony to which the message
of Adad alludes, where the god would stretch out his battle-axe to
the king in preparation for war.
A biblical parallel to the dichotomy between the commission to
build and the commission to wage war can be found in the story of
King David, who was forbidden by God from constructing a temple
because of his career as a fighter. Instead, David’s son Solomon, a
“man of rest,” was eventually given the commission to build the
earthly house of God. Speaking to David, the Lord said:
Thou hast shed blood abundantly, and hast made great
wars: thou shalt not build an house unto my name. . . .
Behold, a son shall be born to thee, who shall be a man of
rest; and I will give him rest from all his enemies round
about: for his name shall be Solomon, and I will give peace
and quietness unto Israel in his days. (1 Chronicles 22:8–9)
Citing Moses as the prototype of king, priest, and prophet in
the Old Testament, Geo Widengren notes his possession of three
objects as emblems of these respective offices: the verdant rod
or staff (Exodus 4:17),157 the manna (Exodus 16:33–34),158 and the
tablets of law (Exodus 31:18). The first and third of these can be
compared to the cedar staff and the Tablets of Destiny that the
Mesopotamian king Enmeduranki received at his enthronement.159
157. Used anciently as a weapon and corresponding to the later symbol of a sword.
158. Perhaps relating to the shewbread that only the priests were to eat (cf. Matthew 12:4; Mark 2:26; Luke 6:4).
159. Widengren, King and the Tree of Life, 39–40, 60–61. For more recent comparative views, see Cornelis Van Dam, The Urim and Thummim: A Means of Revelation in
Ancient Israel (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997), 45–63; Nicolas Wyatt, “The Hollow Crown: Ambivalent Elements in West Semitic Royal Ideology,” in Wyatt, “There’s
Such Divinity Doth Hedge a King,” 43–46.
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These tangible “tokens of the covenant,” 160 emblems of Moses’s
threefold office that were provided in each case by God himself,
seem to have been the very objects that were later transferred to
the temple ark (Hebrews 9:4).161

Concluding Remarks
The Mari Investiture Panel depicts the endowment of the king
of Mari with the divine right to rule. That it represents an actual
ceremony that took place in the inner sanctum of the palace, perhaps annually, is almost certain. The exact details of the ceremony
are difficult to reconstruct, but it is hoped that comparison with
propinquitous rites from elsewhere in the ancient Near East provides a plausible interpretation of the panel and also a link with the
religious practices of the Israelites with which Latter-day Saints are
familiar and with which they feel a ritual kinship.
Although there is little indication in the Old Testament that these
Israelite rituals were given to anyone besides the king, there is significant nonscriptural evidence from later times that rites with a similar function were made available to others. For example, we have
already noted the role of priests as religious deputies to the king.
Later, when the “active monarchy fell into abeyance, it was crucial
that [the king’s] mediatorial role be perpetuated by his deputies, and
so the priesthood itself took on a quasi-royal status.”162 Moreover,
findings at Qumran and Dura Europos suggest that in at least some
strands of Jewish tradition these rituals of royal priesthood were
160. Harold W. Attridge, Hebrews: A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, ed.
Helmut Koester (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1989), 236. For more about the symbolism of
these and other ancient temple objects as they related to the higher priesthood, see
Bradshaw, In God’s Image, 658–60, 679–81; and Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Oath and
Covenant of the Priesthood, 39–41.
161. Contrast Exodus 25:16, which seems to be arguing polemically against anything other than the tablets being in the ark.
162. Wyatt, “Degrees of Divinity,” 220. Cf. Widengren’s comparative analysis of
Akkadian and West Semitic literature showing “that the sacral garment of the High
priest, including his pectoral with the urim and tummim, was adopted from the king.”
Geo Widengren, The Ascension of the Apostle and the Heavenly Book (Uppsala, Sweden:
Lundequistska Bokhandeln, 1950), 25.
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further democratized, enabling members of the community, and not
just their ruler and his priests, to participate in what Crispin FletcherLouis calls an “angelomorphic priesthood” and a routinized form of
transformational worship that ritually brought them into the presence of God.163 Indeed, a precursor of this tradition is evident in the
account of God’s promise to Israel that, if they kept his covenant, not
just a select few but all of them would have the privilege of becoming part of “a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation” (Exodus 19:6).
Going back to the beginning of the Bible, scholars have concluded
that the statement that Adam and Eve were created in the “image
of God” (see Genesis 1:26–27) is meant to convey the idea that “each
person bears the stamp of royalty.”164 As an example from the New
Testament, note that similar blessings, echoing temple themes and
intended for the whole community of the faithful, are enumerated
in statements found in the second and third chapters of the book
of Revelation (Revelation 2:7, 10–11, 17, 26–28; 3:5, 12, 20–21). In the
most direct of these statements, Revelation 3:21 declares: “To him
that overcometh will I grant to sit with me in my throne, even as
I also overcame, and am set down with my Father in his throne.”
Similarly, in 1 Peter 2:9, the faithful are identified as members of a
“royal priesthood.”
The Mesopotamian rituals of sacral kingship may seem in some
respects far removed from current Latter-day Saint teachings and
ritual practices. However, what resemblances exist, particularly
in light of their Israelite and Christian analogues, may be of sig163. See Crispin H. T. Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam: Liturgical Anthropology
in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 56, 212–13, 476. Larsen provides a detailed
discussion of evidence for such worship from Qumran texts in Larsen, “Themes of the
Royal Cult,” especially chapter 5. For a comparative LDS perspective relating to these
themes, see Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Oath and Covenant of the Priesthood, 97–107.
Regarding the possibility of such forms of worship at Dura Europos, see Jeffrey M.
Bradshaw, “The Ezekiel Mural at Dura Europos,” BYU Studies 49/1 (2010): 4–49.
164. Sarna, Genesis, 12. On the relationship between this concept and the scriptural concept of “sealing,” see Bradshaw, Temple Themes in the Oath and Covenant of the
Priesthood, 48. Hendel sees the biblical democratization of royal ideology as an explicit
deprecation of Mesopotamian theology. See Ronald S. Hendel, “Genesis 1–11 and Its
Mesopotamian Problem,” in Cultural Borrowings and Ethnic Appropriations in Antiquity,
ed. Erich S. Gruen (Stuttgart: Steiner Verlag, 2005), 27.
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nificance to a people who claim that divine revelation about the
ordinances goes back to the beginning of humankind. Antedating,
as they do, scriptural records of temple rituals by more than a millennium, Truman Madsen notes that while such resemblances may
be “an embarrassment to exclusivistic readings of religion,” they
represent to Latter-day Saints “a kind of confirmation and vindication.” 165 Whether or not scholarship sustains the suggestion of
common origins for certain elements of ancient and modern temple practices, one thing seems evident: the rites of the restoration
speak to ageless human yearnings for the divine.
True it is that some may find little of direct interest in the innumerable shifting mythologies of the ancient Near East. However,
what is important to note about many of the myths, as Noel
Robertson observes, is that they are nearly always “closely tied
to ritual. A myth was told to explain a rite, and at the end of the
telling the rite was held up as proof that the myth had happened
so.” Though myths naturally “moved away from their original setting, . . . the ritual always continued as before (that is the nature
of ritual) and was familiar to everyone (similar festivals were celebrated in every city). It gave rise to new stories, or to variations of
the old.” 166 The primacy of ritual should have been “clear from the
outset,” Nibley affirms, “since myths and legends are innumerable
165. Truman G. Madsen, “Introductory Essay,” in Reflections on Mormonism: JudeoChristian Parallels, ed. Truman G. Madsen (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University,
1978), xvii.
166. Noel Robertson, “Orphic Mysteries and Dionysiac Ritual,” in Greek Mysteries,
ed. Michael B. Cosmopoulos (New York City: Routledge, 2003), 220, emphasis added.
This observation, of course, needs to be qualified. Oden notes that what is important
in order to avoid the excesses of some of the early proponents of myth-ritual theory
(e.g., William Robertson Smith) is to reject the generalization that all myths originated
as rituals and to focus on the evidence for specific cases, as we have tried to do here.
In addition, Oden writes that what is important in any argument that a particular
myth arose as part of ritual is “an adequate explanation of the specific ritual alleged to
accompany the myth.” If such an explanation, accompanied with “an adequate theory
of ritual,” is forthcoming, and “if it is then combined with those cases where myths
and rituals do appear to be inextricably linked, then the myth-ritual position might
prove to be most useful”; see Robert A. Oden Jr., The Bible without Theology: The Theological Tradition and Alternatives to It (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 65, 69.
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while the rites and ordinances found throughout the world are
surprisingly few and uniform, making it apparent that it is the
stories that are invented—the rites are always there.” 167
Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, PhD, is a senior research scientist at the Florida Institute for Human
and Machine Cognition (IHMC, www.ihmc.us/groups/jbradshaw/).
Ronan James Head (PhD, Johns Hopkins) oversees religious education at an Anglican private school in England and is a visiting research fellow at the Maxwell Institute.

167. Hugh W. Nibley, “Myths and the Scriptures,” in Old Testament and Related Studies (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1986), 42. See Wyatt, “Arms and the
King,” 155–89, for an example of how this generalization applies with respect to the
Chaoskampf myth.

Clothed with Salvation: The Garden,
the Veil, Tabitha, and Christ
Daniel Belnap

S

andwiched between the account of Saul’s conversion in Acts
9 and Peter’s vision of the Gentiles in Acts 10 is the story of
the raising of Tabitha. While staying in the town of Lydda, Peter,
the presiding disciple of Christ, is approached by two individuals
from the neighboring city of Joppa with the request that he come
and attend to the then-deceased Tabitha. When he gets there,
he is met by widows weeping and wailing over Tabitha’s departure. We know practically nothing of Tabitha except that she is a
believer and a woman “full of good works and almsdeeds” (Acts
9:36). These works are revealed as the mourners present themselves before Peter, showing him the clothes and garments made
by Tabitha for them.
This account may not, at first glance (or even at a second
glance), appear to be related to the fall of Adam and Eve, the
veil of the tabernacle described in Exodus, or the atonement
of Christ; yet all three of these are linked to the narrative of
Tabitha by the symbolic nature of clothing and its attendant
rite, investiture. Throughout the scriptures, the acts of investiture and divestiture are used to describe the individual and
social transformations made possible in the plan of salvation.
Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012): 43–69
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This paper will examine the four scriptural subjects mentioned
above—namely, the Garden of Eden narrative, the nature and
role of the veil, the brief account of Tabitha, and the very nature
of Christ and the atonement through the lens of clothing and
investiture—and in so doing attempt to demonstrate that these
two elements are among the most powerful and effective symbols in the scriptures to answer the fundamental questions concerning what our nature is now, what we really are, and how
God understands us.

Clothing in the Garden of Eden
Experience with investiture began in the Garden of Eden,
where through successive states of undress and dress Adam and
Eve began their mortal progression.1 We are first introduced to
the symbol of clothing, or lack thereof, as we are told that Adam
and Eve “were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not
ashamed” (Moses 3:25). Though nakedness is often associated
with nudity, there is a significant difference between the two
states of undress. Whereas nudity simply defines a lack of clothing on any given individual, nakedness is determined by society
and differs from culture to culture. Thus, while we may consider
a native Amazonian tribe naked because of their lack of apparel,
those tribes may consider themselves clothed and not naked at
all by their standards. Instead, perhaps lacking a certain type of
jewelry or tattoo would constitute their social understanding of
nakedness.2 That nakedness is learned can best be exemplified by
1. Gary A. Anderson, “The Garments of Skin in Apocryphal Narrative and Biblical Commentary,” in Studies in Ancient Midrash, ed. James L. Kugel (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Center for Jewish Studies, 2001), 109: “The propensity to understand ourselves in relation to others and God by virtue of our habits of dress is a
deeply rooted aspect of our human condition. Hence any shift in these habits is a
potential indicator of a larger ontological shift in human nature.”
2. Terence S. Turner, “The Social Skin,” in Not Work Alone: A Cross-cultural View of
Activities Superfluous to Survival, ed. Jeremy Cherfas and Roger Lewin (London: Temple
Smith, 1980), 114–15: “The Kayapo are a native tribe of the southern borders of the
Amazon forest. . . . The Kayapo possess a quite elaborate code of what could be called
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little children, who exhibit a complete lack of shame while nude.
It is only as they are taught their culture’s values that their nudity
becomes nakedness.3
In most societies, nakedness describes the social experience
of shame or humiliation brought about by stepping beyond the
proper social boundaries. Though we might want to view this
negative consequence as a “bad” concept, the truth is that without a clear delineation between what is proper and what is not,
one cannot have a functioning society. Therefore, nakedness as
a cultural construct that brings about a negative consequence
within that society actually allows for proper relationships to be
established, further prospering the society. Thus nakedness and
its attendant negative consequences are ultimately positive social
constructs.
In light of this, it is not surprising to find nakedness as a
legal punishment for social disharmony. In some Mesopotamian
legal texts, the stripping of an individual of his or her raiment
was considered punishment for offenses that went against the
social order. In Middle Assyrian law codes, prostitutes who were
caught wearing a veil in public were required to give up their
clothing to those who turned them in. Moreover, if someone
‘dress,’ a fact which might escape notice by a casual Western observer, because it does
not involve the use of clothing. . . . A closer look at Kayapo bodily adornment discloses
that the apparently naked savage is as fully covered in a fabric of cultural meaning as
the most elaborately draped Victorian lady or gentleman.” See also E. Adamson Hoebel, “Clothing and Ornament,” in Dress, Adornment, and the Social Order, ed. Mary E.
Roach and Joanne B. Eicher (New York: Wiley & Sons, 1965), 16–17: “A favored tale
among anthropologists is that of Baron von Nordenskiold, who in his Amazonian
travels undertook to purchase the facial plugs of a Botocudo woman, who stood all
unabashed in customary nudity before him. Only irresistible offers of trade goods at
long last tempted her to remove and hand over her labrets. When thus stripped of her
proper raiment, she fled in shame and confusion into the jungle.”
3. Susan B. Kaiser, The Social Psychology of Clothing and Personal Adornment (New
York: Macmillan, 1985), 32–33: “There is little evidence to support the idea that individuals are instinctively ashamed of their bodies. . . . The fact that modesty is socially
learned and situated—and thus not instinctive—can be illustrated by the fact that children are not instinctively modest. . . . Cross-cultural definitions of modesty vary. That
is to say, what is considered to be a shameful display of the body in one culture may
be totally acceptable, or even expected, in another.”
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witnessed a prostitute walking while wearing a veil and did not
report it, that individual would lose his or her own clothing if
turned in by yet another. 4 The phrase to strip the garment and to
drive out naked is found in other Mesopotamian legal texts referring to the punishment given to those women who, of their own
volition, disrupted the family.5 Similarly, in Ugarit, Emar, and
El-Qiṭar, the loss of clothing is meant to represent a change in
the social status of the individual. According to one Ugaritic text,
the heir to the throne is told that he must either stay with his
father or follow after his mother, who had divorced the king. If
he chose the latter, the heir was to place his mantle on the throne
and leave.6
4. Martha T. Roth, Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1997), 168–69, Middle Assyrian Law Code A, 40-1. Similarly, a palace
decree of Tiglath-Pileser states if a male responds to the attentions of a woman of
the palace who “has bared her shoulders and is not covered even with a kindabašše
garment” and he is reported, the one who gives the report gets the clothing of the
offending individual, and in the end, the offending individual has only sackcloth tied
around his waist (206).
5. Meir Malul, Studies in Mesopotamian Legal Symbolism (Kevelaer, Germany:
Butzon & Bercker, 1988), 122–38. Also, Karel van der Toorn, “The Significance of the
Veil in the Ancient Near East,” in Pomegranates and Golden Bells: Studies in Biblical, Jewish, and Near Eastern Ritual, Law, and Literature in Honor of Jacob Milgrom, ed. David P.
Wright, David Noel Freedman, and Avi Hurvitz (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1995),
327–39.
6. See Åke Viberg, Symbols of Law: A Contextual Analysis of Legal Symbolic Acts in
the Old Testament (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1992), who discusses these texts:
“The act performed by Jonathan may very well be based on a legal symbolic act which
is also known from Ugarit, Emar and El-Qiṭar. There are three texts from Ugarit that
are relevant, PRU IV, 17.159; RS 8.145 and Ugaritica V, 83 (RS 20.146). Of these RS 8.145
and Ugaritica V, 83 are wills, describing how a son who refuses to obey his father is
forced to leave the house and deposit his mantle on the stool or the door-bolt. The
legal function was to expel a member from the family, thus depriving him of his legal
status as a member of the family. In PRU IV, 17.159, the prince and heir to the throne
of Ugarit, called Utrisharruma, is given an ultimatum, lines 22–31. Either he stays with
his father Amistamru, King of Ugarit, or he follows his mother Bentesina, who has
been divorced from the king, lines 8–10. As mentioned above, if the prince chooses to
follow his mother, he is told to put his mantle on the throne and leave, line 26. The
texts from Emar are mainly wills, containing clauses that regulate the inheritance in
the case of certain changed circumstances. One of these wills states that a daughter
who does not accept the mother after the death of the father, must put the mantle on
a chair and leave the house. The same is applied to a child who does not accept the
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Unfortunately, because clothing is used to define one’s status,
forcing others to become naked and thus have no place in society has
been used throughout history to control others. In the ancient Near
East, the shame and humiliation of nakedness was associated with
the loss of social status and was often depicted in images of captivity.
Assyrian palace reliefs depict the captured inhabitants of conquered
cities as naked, bound figures; Egyptian palaces do the same.7 In these
cases, the captured soldiers and citizens were not originally naked
but would have been divested of their clothing by the successful
invaders, thereby demonstrating the captives’ complete subjugation
by the conquerors.8 Voluntary nakedness reflected the same thing,
demonstrating one’s subjugation to the authority of a more powerful individual. The Assyrian king Assurbanipal records in one of his
father, the husband in the will of the wife, and the wife in the will of the husband.”
Similarly, in an Old Babylonian text (BRM IV 52), the stripping of the wife’s clothes
was performed for divorce. Elsewhere in ancient Near Eastern documents, divorce
was effected by the cutting off of the hem of the spouse (primarily the wife’s hem); see
Wolfram von Soden, Akkadisches Handwörterbuch (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1965–81),
s.v. sissiktu, 4a, 1051. For a general discussion on the role of hems, see Jacob Milgrom,
“Of Hems and Tassals: Rank, Authority and Holiness Were Expressed in Antiquity
by Fringes on Garments,” Biblical Archaeology Review 9/3 (1983): 61–65; see also Paul A.
Kruger, “The Hem of the Garment in Marriage: The Meaning of the Symbolic Gesture
in Ruth 3:9 and Ezek 16:8,” Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 12 (1984): 79–86.
7. Robert K. Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice (Chicago:
The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1993), 114–36. Rendering the captive naked is a common image; see also the Megiddo Ivory in the Israeli Museum.
8. Similarly, in the Old Testament foreign women who are taken captive are
made naked. See Saul Olyan, Rites and Rank: Hierarchy in Biblical Representations of the
Cult (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 97: “The text describes the process
by which a foreign woman, taken by force to the home of her captor, makes the transition from alien captive to wife or concubine of an Israelite male. A series of ritual
actions are presented that are intended to begin that transition. The shaving of the
hair of the head, the cutting of the nails, and the removal of the ‘garment of captivity’
move the woman into a period of liminality during which she mourns her parents,
whom she will never see again. It is probable that they have become ‘socially dead’ to
her, though they are not physically dead. These gestures are all to be understood as
rites effecting the separation or alienation of the woman from her previous identity.
. . . To shave off the hair and cut the nails in combination with discarding the ‘garment
of captivity’ and mourning socially dead parents seem in this context to mean to cut
off the captive from her past, erasing her old identity and making it possible for her to
assume a new identity in Israel.”
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annals, “They [the king of Elam and family] fled from Indabigash and
came to me in Nineveh, crawling naked on their bellies.”9
The Old Testament reveals much of the same social stigma
associated with nakedness. In Genesis 9, Noah’s drunkenness is
emphasized by his naked state. In this case, filial duties are demonstrated as Noah’s two older sons walk backward in order not to
view their father’s humiliating state while covering him in a garment. The youngest son, Ham, on the other hand, views his father’s
nakedness but does nothing and is cursed. In Genesis 37, when
Joseph’s brothers strip him of his robe, he is transformed from his
honorable state to one of shame and slavery.10 In Isaiah 20, captivity and subjugation are associated with nakedness. Isaiah is commanded to take off his shoes, loosen his loincloth, and walk naked
and barefoot for three years, symbolizing the eventual captivity of
Egypt by Assyria: “Like as my servant Isaiah hath walked naked
and barefoot three years . . . so shall the king of Assyria lead away
the Egyptians prisoners, and the Ethiopians captives, young and
old, naked and barefoot, even with their buttocks uncovered, to the
shame of Egypt” (Isaiah 20:3–4). Similarly, Micah declares that he
will “wail and howl” and “go stripped and naked” on account of the
9. Maximilian Streck, Assurbanipal und die Letzten Assyrischen Könige bis zum Untergange Niniveh’s, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1916), 34, IV, 1.26. For a general study on the
role of stripping as a form of subjugation and humiliation, see M. E. Vogelzang and W. J.
van Bekkum, “Meaning and Symbolism of Clothing in Ancient Near Eastern Texts,”
in Scripta Signa Vocis: Studies about Scripts, Scriptures, Scribes, and Languages in the Near
East, Presented to J. H. Hospers, ed. H. L. J. Vanstiphout et al. (Groningen, Netherlands:
Forsten, 1986), 265–84.
10. Victor H. Matthews, “The Anthropology of Clothing in the Joseph Narrative,”
Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 20/65 (March 1995): 31. Interestingly, the entire
Joseph pericope centers around the reception and loss of clothing. When Potiphar’s
wife seeks relations with Joseph, Joseph is again reduced to “nakedness”: “Again, he
is stripped of his status-marker and the symbol of his role within that community”
(32). Later, he is reinvested with clothing upon entering the royal court: “The radical
change in appearance effected by these new robes of office, and the other gifts given
to him by the pharaoh (his new name, and his Egyptian wife) transforms Joseph from
a prisoner into a courtier” (34). Finally, Joseph demonstrates his acceptance of his
brothers by providing them with their own sets of clothing. “This final step brings
the story full circle and provides one final use of garments as a status marker. Joseph
is now in a position to give clothing to his brothers” (35).
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desolation that would result from the destruction of Samaria and
Jerusalem (Micah 1:8).11
All this takes us back to the garden; there we are confronted
with a unique situation as Adam and Eve were naked yet not experiencing shame. In fact, this is the only place in the scriptures where
nakedness does not bring about negative social consequences; this
situation therefore demonstrates that the early social network is
flawed or incomplete. That social structures exist in the Garden
of Eden is evidenced by the marriage of Adam and Eve and the
proto-Zion society that Adam and Eve share with God.12 Yet, as
Lehi makes clear in 2 Nephi 2:22–23, until the decision to partake
of the fruit, Adam and Eve remain in a state in which progression
is suspended:
And now, behold, if Adam had not transgressed he would
not have fallen, but he would have remained in the garden of Eden. And all things which were created must have
remained in the same state in which they were after they
were created; and they must have remained forever, and
had no end. And they would have had no children; wherefore they would have remained in a state of innocence, having no joy, for they knew no misery; doing no good, for
they knew no sin.
This state can be described as a liminal one, or one that lies between
two other states of existence. The term liminality is taken from the
Latin limen, meaning “doorway, threshold,” and is used in ritual
studies to describe the temporary time and space made by ritual that
allows an individual to move from one social state to another.13 Rites
11. Shaving was used to humiliate and shame an individual as well. Saul Olyan
discusses the role of shaving in rites associated with transition in social status; see
Saul M. Olyan, “What Do Shaving Rites Accomplish and What Do They Signal in Biblical Ritual Contexts?” Journal of Biblical Studies 117/4 (1998): 611–22.
12. Both social relationships are emphasized in the recent document “The Family:
A Proclamation to the World.”
13. Liminality is first used in the studies of Arthur Van Gennep in his seminal
work The Rites of Passage, trans. Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1960). Van Gennep coined the term to describe the tem-
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of passage, for instance, often incorporate liminality to facilitate the
transformation of child to adult, single to married, boy to man, and
so forth. What is important to recognize is that while liminal states
have a useful function in social movement, they are meant to be temporary. With this perspective, we can see that prior to partaking of
the fruit, Adam and Eve in the garden live a liminal, or “in-between,”
existence, as if they were cocooned caterpillars awaiting the final
transformation. This liminality is exemplified in their naked but not
ashamed state; as long as they stay in this state the plan of salvation
is halted, just as Lehi described.14
Adam and Eve remain in this liminal state until Eve partakes of
the fruit. According to Moses 4, Eve only partakes of the fruit when
she “saw that the tree was good for food, and that it became pleasant
to the eyes” (Moses 4:12). Neither one of these statements describes
an actual change in the fruit, suggesting that the fruit was always
good to eat. What changed was Eve’s perspective in regard to the
fruit, yet this change in perspective also leads to Adam and Eve’s
discerning their naked state. They now experience the shame that
one should experience with nakedness. Though this leads them to
separate themselves from God (as noted in their hiding from him),
it also moves them out of their liminal state to the state of mortality
necessary for their progression. This movement is characterized by
their donning of clothing, the visible, tangible evidence that Adam
and Eve now define their relationship with God and each other
differently than they did before. With the wisdom that comes from
porary time and space created during ritual processes in which individuals were formally taken out of one social state (childhood, single status, etc.) and prepared for both
entrance and participation in another social state (puberty, marriage, etc.). Because
liminality exists outside of “normal” space and time, this place was symbolized as
death, the womb, the outside, and was a dangerous place in terms of its being outside
society but completely necessary for the smooth transitions within a society. Most
important, liminality was never meant to be a permanent state but a temporary one
that existed for the specific purpose only.
14. Julie Galambush, “ ʾādām from ʾadāmā, iššâ from ʾîš: Derivation and Subordination in Genesis 2.4b–3.24,” in History and Interpretation: Essays in Honour of John H.
Hayes, ed. M. P. Graham et al. (Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1993), 38: “Shame’s absence is
noteworthy only in a world characterized by its presence.”
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the fruit, they are now aware of their social separateness from God,
or, to put it another way, they now define themselves as beings different from God.
Like the concept of nakedness, the function of clothing is primarily a social one used by individuals to define or establish themselves within a given community,15 a function recognized explicitly
today in the church pamphlet For the Strength of Youth.16 Because
clothing is used by individuals to provide information about their
own self-concept, and therefore their place within a given social
structure, the actual clothing act, investiture, is as significant to
the creation of the identity as the clothing itself since it demonstrates that we have the ability to make these definitions.17 Thus
Adam and Eve’s clothing of fig leaves is not only a representation
of their understanding concerning nakedness but also a means to
describe their new standing within the existing society, specifi15. Kaiser, Social Psychology of Clothing, 216–17, emphasis in original: “There are
two important functions to clothes in nonverbal communication. First, they help us
to negotiate identities, as we present our situated identities or roles, moods, values, and
attitudes to one another. Second, they help us to define situations, that is, to socially
construct the basis for our interactions.” See Malcolm Bernard, Fashion as Communication, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2002), 39: “Clothing and fashion, as communication, are cultural phenomena in that culture may itself be understood as a signifying
system, as the ways in which a society’s beliefs, values, ideas and experiences are
communicated through practices, artefacts and institutions. . . . Fashion, clothing and
dress are the artefacts, practices and institutions that constitute a society’s beliefs,
values, ideas and experiences. According to this view, fashion, dress and clothing are
ways in which people communicate, not only things like feeling and mood, but also
the values, hopes and beliefs of the social groups of which they are members. They
are, then, the ways in which society is produced and reproduced.”
16. “Prophets of God have continually counseled His children to dress modestly.
When you are well groomed and modestly dressed, you invite the companionship of
the Spirit and you can be a good influence on others. Your dress and grooming influence the way you and others act.” For the Strength of Youth (2011), 6.
17. Kate Soper, “Dress Needs: Reflections on the Clothed Body, Selfhood and Consumption,” in Body Dressing, ed. Joanne Entwistle and Elizabeth Wilson (Oxford: Berg,
2001), 20–21: “In the emphasis on the need for clothing as personal self-expression, we
should not overlook the recourse to regulations on dress and the wearing of uniform
as a means of excluding, oppressing and condemning. Nor should we forget the extent
to which restrictions on human dress are used to distinguish and police social and
sexual hierarchies.”
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cally their unworthiness to socialize with God.18 The clothing itself
allows them to physically demonstrate this separation since the
leaves would act as camouflage when they hid in the trees. Prior
to partaking of the fruit, Adam and Eve understood themselves to
be part of the same social stratum as God; now they dress themselves and in so doing demonstrate they are no longer worthy to
associate with God.19 Yet this social separation that Adam and Eve
now understand to exist is not necessarily negative. Again, while
nakedness is associated with negative responses, the social result
of nakedness is, overall, a positive one, allowing members of a society to interact in the correct manner.20
Another well-known ancient Near Eastern epic teaches the same
principle using the same symbols of clothing and investiture. In the
18. Some suggest that this status change represents a movement from animal to
human. See Soper, “Dress Needs,” 17: “In Christian mythology, we acquire our clothes
in losing our ‘natural’ innocence and coming into knowledge of good and evil. Clothes
are in this sense definitively cultural objects closely bound up with a sense of shame,
and their primary purpose is to conceal the organs of those functions . . . which have
been deemed to degrade us by tying us too closely to a bestial nature. Clothes, in
short, serve us as a cardinal marker of the divide between ourselves and the rest of the
animal world. . . . Clothes have been very extensively used to assert the cultural status
of human beings, to police the border between humans and animals.”
19. Rita C. Poretsky, “Clothing and Self: Biblical and Rabbinic Perspectives,” Journal of Psychology and Judaism 10/1 (1986): 53: “Nakedness is a nakedness of self in a social
context, not just a nakedness of body. There is a microcosmic balancing of principle
within each specific act. . . . The fear of being naked, without identity, is strong, especially when the only available clothes do not fit. The task to make new clothes and a
new world in order to be whole is overwhelming, but the only other choices are a lost
sense of self, from wearing no clothes; or a self that is betrayed, bound to the dead
hand of custom and costume. In this context, it is not surprising that Adam and Eve
ate from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, saw that they were naked, and Adamhumankind felt afraid before God.”
20. Terje Stordalen, Echoes of Eden: Genesis 2–3 and the Symbolism of the Eden Garden
in Biblical Hebrew Literature (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 228–29: “If nakedness was depriving within the shame codex in which the implied reader was socialised, Gen 2:25
would not imply restrained happiness. . . . Eating from the tree has a positive function
in removing human ignorance. By 3:8.10 the human couple has gained the insight that
one should not appear naked before YHWH. Such an effect of the tree is conceived of
as ‘regular’ within the story world. . . . All this should indicate a positive development,
stretching from the ignorance in 2:25 through the eating (3:1–6) and the gained insight
(3:7–11) to the clothing (3:21).”
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Gilgamesh epic, Enkidu, a being who had lived in the wilderness,
becomes civilized by first recognizing his nakedness and then by
clothing himself as he approaches the city; thus the awareness of his
nakedness and his consequent act of clothing represent his transformation from a wild, animal-like state of nonawareness into a
state in which he is socially aware of himself and others. Gilgamesh
himself, following his adventures to the ends of the earth, notes his
return to society by dressing himself in the best garments he has.21
Though different in setting than the Gilgamesh epic, investiture also marks the transformation of Aaron and his sons from normal society to the specialized status of priests.22 While wearing the
priestly garb placed upon them by Moses, Aaron and his sons are
transformed from ordinary men to priests of God.23 Further priestly
transformation via investiture occurs as the high priest is instructed
to wear only pure white linen garments into the holy of holies instead
of the more colorful costume found elsewhere.24 Thus he becomes
21. Robert A. Oden Jr., “Grace or Status? Yahweh’s Clothing of the First Humans,”
in The Bible without Theology: The Theological Tradition and Alternatives to It (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 102–3: “Finally, and significantly, Utnapishtim asks that
Gilgamesh return to civilization, to his city, wearing a ‘garment,’ ‘his finest garment.’
. . . The cumulative effect of all these references to clothing in the Gilgamesh Epic
is impressive. The human state—and that, among many other things, is partly what
Gilgamesh is all about—is a state symbolized by the donning of manufactured garments. . . . Humans are those who live most properly in cities (the social setting, par
excellence), are mortal, have obligations to one another—and wear clothing.”
22. Frank H. Gorman Jr., The Ideology of Ritual: Space, Time and Status in the Priestly
Theology (Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1990), 116–17: “The change of clothes is symbolic of
a ritually constituted change of status. In Lev. 16.4, 24 Aaron’s bathings mark off his
marginal status, symbolized by his change of clothes, within the larger ritual process.”
23. Ernest Crawley, “Sacred Dress,” in Dress, Adornment, and the Social Order, 141:
“With the vestment the priest puts on the ‘character’ of divinity. By change of vestments he multiplies the Divine force, while showing its different aspects.”
24. See Leviticus 16:4–24, which describes the divestiture and investiture of the
high priest on the Day of Atonement. Jung Hoon Kim, The Significance of Clothing Imagery in the Pauline Corpus (London: Clark International, 2004), 20: “All these garments
seem to constitute the formal apparel of Aaron the [high] priest. No doubt, whenever
he entered the Holy Place for the performance of his ministry, he had to wear them.
Yet, when he entered the most holy place, he might wear only the linen tunic, linen
undergarments, the linen sash and the linen turban, and not the ephod and the blue
robe. The author of the Pentateuch does not provide any explanation concerning this
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part of the divine world, wearing the same color with which divine
beings are associated.25 Aaron’s transformation and new identity is
vividly demonstrated in Leviticus 10 when Aaron is not allowed to
mourn the death of his sons in the traditional manner, a ritualized
nakedness: “Uncover not your heads, neither rend your clothes; . . .
but let your brethren, the whole house of Israel, bewail” (Leviticus
10:6). Instead he is to remain in the priestly clothing; having lost
his old identity through the investiture process described above, he
is no longer the same person and is in fact to be treated as an individual in a completely different state of being.26 Thus Adam and Eve’s
difference. But as the whiteness of the four linen items can represent divine holiness,
the difference probably means that when the priest entered the most holy place, he
had to endue himself with a holiness which was suited to the supreme sacredness of
the place.”
25. A similar transformation is witnessed in Zechariah 3:3–5, where the high
priest Joshua is in the presence of an angel and Satan. After Satan is rebuked and sent
away, God commands that Joshua be clothed and given a crown before being given
his instructions. Though this article concerns the transformations through investiture and divestiture in the scriptures, it should be pointed out that this process is
found throughout intertestamental and postbiblical literature; see the Testament of
Levi, 2 Enoch, 3 Enoch, the Ascension of Isaiah, and the Apocalypse of Abraham. In each
case, as the individual ascends into the presence of God, a change of apparel, usually
performed by another member of the divine society, is required for the transformation to be made complete. For more on the role of investiture in divine ascents, see
Martha Himmelfarb, Ascent to Heaven in Jewish and Christian Apocalypses (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993); and William J. Hamblin, “Temple Motifs in Jewish
Mysticism,” in Temples of the Ancient World: Ritual and Symbolism, ed. Donald W. Parry
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1994), 440–76.
26. Gorman, Ideology of Ritual, 118–19, 134–35: “Aaron is clothed in the special attire
of the high priest. The concern here is not to find any particular symbolic meaning
for each item of clothing; rather, the concern is to see the ritual importance of the act
of clothing. As already suggested, the clothing rite serves as a marker of Aaron’s passage into his new status. It does not in and of itself effect that passage. . . . The clothes
are a symbolic statement about his status. They give tangible evidence of his changed
position in society and serve as a symbol of his unique status. . . . There is a consistent
theme in these chapters that those who encroach upon the realm of the holy are liable
to death. This is the response of Yahweh to encroachers who cross the boundaries of
the sacred improperly. Aaron and his sons have been given safe passage, not only to
cross these boundaries, but to stay within them. The crossing of the sacred boundaries is dangerous, but ritual structures make it possible. The priests have stood in the
breach between life and death and now live to act as mediators between the sacred
and non-sacred, and between life and death.” While Gorman would assign only sym-
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shame of their nakedness demonstrates their maturation into intelligible beings worthy of exaltation—a net gain, not a loss.
Adam and Eve’s movement from nakedness to a clothed state
is paralleled by the serpent’s going from a clothed to a naked state.
The serpent is described as the most “subtle” of all the animals.
In Hebrew this descriptive word is spelled exactly the same as the
word translated as “naked,” though they have slightly different pronunciations. Others have noted this wordplay, and the pun suggests
that while the serpent may be the most subtle it may actually be
the most naked as well. Just as Adam and Eve’s nakedness can represent their ignorance, the serpent’s nakedness is represented in
his lack of knowledge, for we are told that the serpent “knew not
the mind of God” (Moses 4:6) and is thus naked before him. Later,
when the serpent is cursed for his role in the fall, we are told that
he is to experience the social effects of nakedness: “Upon thy belly
shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou eat all the days of thy life” (Moses
4:20).27 In this then, Satan’s complete estrangement from the divine
society is symbolized by his nakedness.
bolic meaning to the investiture, that the investiture can also be a ritual of transformation is demonstrated in Numbers 20:25–29. Here Moses invests Aaron’s son Eleazar
with Aaron’s garments, signifying that he has become the new high priest. Aaron
then dies on the mountain. It is possible that his death is brought upon by his now
profane state. Whatever the reason for his dying, it is clear that the stripping of Aaron
and the dressing of Eleazar is the primary ritual that denotes the transformation, not
the washing.
27. George Reynolds and Janne M. Sjodahl, Commentary on the Book of Mormon
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1955), 1:306: “‘Dust’ has several figurative and symbolic
meanings in the Scriptures. To sit in the dust and to sprinkle dust on the head was a
sign of deep mourning. (Job 1:12, 13; Isa. 47:1) To lick the dust of one’s feet, as it is said
was customary at some Oriental courts, when subjects were admitted to the presence
of sovereigns (Isa. 49:23) was, of course, a degrading humiliation. When the Serpent
(Gen. 3:14; Isa. 65:25) was condemned to ‘eat dust’ all the days of his life, he was, in
modern language, doomed to an existence of the most degrading nature imaginable.
He who, in the Garden of Eden, was the spokesman of Satan, became, as it were, a
slave of slaves of the fallen angel. (Pearl of Great Price, Mos. 4:6–7).” In the apocryphal
work Discourse on Abbaton (found in Coptic Martyrdoms etc. in the Dialect of Upper Egypt,
ed. and trans. E. A. Wallis Budge [London: Longmans, 1914], 483–84), we read an interesting passage concerning Satan’s loss of clothing leading to a loss of his power and
authority: “And when Adam had risen up he cast himself down before [My] Father,
saying, ‘My Lord and my God! Thou hast made me to come into being [from a state
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The final divine acts in the Garden of Eden are the divestiture
of Adam and Eve’s aprons of leaves and their investiture in the
clothing made by God. This second investiture, we are told, is performed by God and therefore represents God’s definition of Adam
and Eve, while also demonstrating his power to provide them with
this definition. The text does not explicitly tell us what that definition is, but because it replaces the fig-leaf clothing, we can assume
that the definition contrasts with the social meaning of that first set
of clothing, which represented the separation and shame that Adam
and Eve believed then defined their relationship with God. In other
words, the second investiture would have demonstrated that Adam
and Eve were not in fact estranged from God but were still worthy
of a social relationship with God. This new set of clothing would
have stood as a constant reminder of his presence with them and of
his power to bless them.28 This, in turn, gives us a greater appreciain which] I did not exist.’ Thereupon My Father set him upon a great throne, and He
placed on his head a crown of glory, and He put a royal sceptre [in his hand], and My
Father made every order [of angels] in the heavens to come and worship him, whether
angel or archangel. . . . And My Father said unto him (i.e. their chief), ‘Come, thou
thyself shalt worship my image and likeness.’ And he, being of great pride, drew himself up in a shameless manner, and said, ‘It is meet that this [man Adam] should come
and worship me, for I existed before he came into being.’ And when My Father saw
his great pride, and that his wickedness and his evil-doing were complete, He commanded all the armies of heaven, saying, ‘Remove the writing [which is] in the hand
of the proud one, strip ye off his armour, and cast ye him down upon the earth, for
his time hath come.’ . . . And all the angels gathered together to him, and they did not
wish to remove the writing from his hand. And My Father commanded them to bring
a sharp reaping-knife, and to stab him therewith on this side and that, right through
his body to the vertebrae of his shoulders” (bracketed text in original). Nibley changes
this translation slightly by placing “token” there instead of “writing” and “panoply”
instead of “armor.” Moreover, he notes that the cutting is at breast level with a sickleshaped instrument. For the purposes of this paper, note Satan’s humiliation and loss
of social status through the symbolic loss of clothing (his armor). Hugh Nibley, “On
the Sacred and the Symbolic,” in Temples of the Ancient World, 556.
28. Kim, Significance of Clothing, 17: “Adam’s restoration to God’s image particularly
denotes the restoration of his royal status. The garment of skin also connotes reconciliation with God. When Adam wore his own fig-leaves apron, he was afraid of God,
but when he was clothed with a garment of skin provided by God, he did not panic
before him. In short, the clothing image in Gen. 3.21 signifies that Adam’s restoration
to his original life and glory, to peace with God, and to kingship over the other creatures has started.”
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tion for the atonement, which allows us to always have God with
us even if we are away from his physical presence. Thus the investiture can be seen as an act that is symbolic and prophetic of the
coming atonement. That we learn elsewhere that the investiture,
while instigated by God the Father, is actually performed by Christ,
only strengthens this association.29

The Veil as Clothing
According to the book of Exodus, separating the space designated as the holy of holies from the larger antechamber known as
the holy place was to be a curtain, or veil:
And thou shalt make a vail of blue, and purple, and scarlet,
and fine twined linen of cunning work: with cherubims shall
it be made. . . . And thou shalt hang up the vail . . . that thou
mayest bring in thither within the vail the ark of the testimony: and the vail shall divide unto you between the holy
place and the most holy. (Exodus 26:31, 33)
We are not told within the biblical text what the veil would have
meant symbolically to the ancient Israelite, but in both the function
and the design pattern mentioned above, one can discern some of
the symbolic import of the veil. The primary image on the veil is the
29. The Hebrew word translated as “atonement” or “atone” in the Old Testament
is kipper. Though its meaning has been debated somewhat, the act associated with the
term describes a smearing or wiping of a substance, usually blood, on the surface of
another. Thus one is “atoned” when blood from the sacrifice covers the prescribed
item regardless of whether the term actually means “cleansing” or “covering.” Thus
the act of covering becomes symbolic of Christ’s atonement when he was “covered”
to cleanse us from sin. Interestingly, the clothing is made of skins, suggesting that
Christ performed an animal sacrifice symbolic of his own atoning sacrifice, thus perhaps representing the doctrine that only Christ could perform the atonement. This,
in turn, provides greater significance to the nakedness experienced by Christ in the
atonement. Like Adam and Eve, Christ goes through a series of investitures and divestitures through the process, beginning clothed and ending naked. Adam and Eve go
from naked to clothed. Both are defined by mortals, Adam and Eve in the beginning
and Christ at the end, and defined by God, Christ in the beginning (covered in blood),
Adam and Eve at the end (by Christ).
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cherubim. Cherubim imagery shows up throughout both the tabernacle and the later temple built by Solomon. According to Exodus,
the ark was to have two golden cherubim placed on top of the box.
The curtain walls that demarcated the entire sacred precincts also
incorporated cherubim imagery. Later, cherubim were carved into
the wooden walls of the temple as well. Outside of sacred architecture, cherubim are found in the Garden of Eden narrative and in
Ezekiel’s visions. In these texts, the cherubim are divine guardians
who protect the sacred spaces (in the garden, the tree of life) from
improper trespassing as well as beings of transportation who carry
God from place to place. In all cases, cherubim act as intermediaries that one must approach first before entering into the presence of
God and as such are associated with liminality.
Just as liminality played a role in the Garden of Eden, liminality
is central to the activities associated with the temple. The cherubim
that one interacts with are liminal creatures positioned in the gate
between the mortal sphere and the divine one. As guardians they
function both to keep out individuals from the presence of God
and also to invite them in. In terms of their location within sacred
space, they occupy the space between the tree of life, or the divine
realm, and the rest of mortality. In both respects, the cherubim perform the same function as the veil in the temple. Like the cherubim,
the veil acts both as a limitation to unlawful entry into the holy of
holies and as the passage into the same.
Understood this way then, the veil’s primary function is to
facilitate movement from one state or spatiality to another, either
away from or toward the higher state of being. Yet the veil also had
another function similar to the function of clothing. In Numbers
4:5 we are told: “And when the camp setteth forward, Aaron shall
come, and his sons, and they shall take down the covering vail, and
cover the ark of testimony with it.” That the veil was meant to be
more than mere covering is recognized by the fact that the veil was
then itself covered by two other pieces of cloth: the badger skin
that covered the tabernacle and finally a cloth of blue. As such, the
function is similar to that of clothing in that the veil is used here
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more to define the space that lies beneath it as sacred and less to
protect it from the elements; the veil represented the demarcation
between the ark, the symbolic presence of God, and the outer layer
of badger skins that covered the entire tabernacle and was open to
the elements (which in our sequence may have been represented
by the cloth of blue).
The association of the veil with clothing is also found in the
color scheme of the veil. According to the text, the veil is to be made
up of red, blue, and purple cloth. The same color scheme is found
throughout the tabernacle precincts and is particularly noticeable
as the color scheme for much of the priest’s clothing:
And they shall take gold, and blue, and purple, and scarlet,
and fine linen. And they shall make the ephod of gold, of
blue, and of purple, of scarlet, and fine twined linen, with
cunning work. . . . And the curious girdle of the ephod . . .
shall be of the same, according to the work thereof; even of
gold, of blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine twined linen.
. . . And thou shalt make the breastplate of judgment with
cunning work; after the work of the ephod thou shalt make
it; of gold, of blue , and of purple, and of scarlet, and of fine
twined linen. . . . Upon the hem of it [the priest’s robe] thou
shalt make pomegranates of blue, and of purple, and of scarlet, round about the hem thereof. (Exodus 28:5–6, 8, 15, 33)
Thus at least four pieces of the overall seven-piece costume incorporate the same color scheme as the veil.30
Unfortunately, we are not told what the specific colors represent, though later intertestamental literature assigned them cosmic
meaning.31 The scriptures state that the primary function of the
30. The seven pieces are the underlying pure white linen shift, the breastplate,
the ephod, the girdle, the robe, the bonnet or mitre, and the outer coat. Of these the
breastplate, the ephod, the girdle, and the border of the robe all incorporate the blue,
scarlet, and purple colors found on the veil.
31. Philo of Alexandria and Josephus both describe the high priest’s clothing as
being covered in images symbolizing the cosmos and thus standing as the universe
itself. It is a long-standing tradition that the robes of the high priest are in fact the
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clothing was “for glory and for beauty” (Exodus 28:2), which may
have meant more than simple adornment. The text does explain
that some of the pieces had other functional values. The ephod, for
instance, held the Urim and Thummim and served as a reminder
of the veil of the temple, also made of the same material and colors as the clothing. The hem of the robe, made up of bells and
pomegranates incorporating the same color scheme, was used
to provide protection: “And beneath upon the hem of [the robe]
thou shalt make pomegranates of blue, and of purple, and of scarlet, round about the hem thereof; and bells of gold between them
round about. . . . And his sound shall be heard when he goeth in
unto the holy place before the Lord, and when he cometh out, that
he die not” (Exodus 28:33, 35).32
same garments given to Adam prior to the expulsion. Thus the garments themselves
would have represented the cosmos (see Wisdom of Solomon 18:24; Josephus, Antiquities 3.184). It is unclear whether the descriptions found within these references represent older traditions since they are all of relatively late dating. Nothing in the Old
Testament explicitly states that these clothing items carried these connotations.
32. The role of clothing to provide protection from supernatural forces is attested
elsewhere; see Linda Welters “Introduction: Folk Dress, Supernatural Beliefs, and
the Body,” in Folk Dress in Europe and Anatolia: Beliefs about Protection and Fertility, ed.
Linda Welters (Oxford: Berg, 1999), 10: “In many parts of the Western world, people
still believe that clothing holds special powers. They still practice rituals and customs that invest cloth with the power to aid and protect the body. ‘Luck’ is a quality
we all associate with certain articles of dress in our wardrobes. For decades brides
have worn ‘something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue’ to
ensure a happy union blessed with children. Baseball players use clothing rituals as
‘magic to try to control or eliminate the change and uncertainty built into baseball.’”
Other examples are explored in Patricia Williams, “Protection from Harm: The Shawl
and Cap in Czech and Slovak Wedding, Birthing and Funerary Rites,” in Folk Dress in
Europe and Anatolia, 146–47: “The earliest extant examples of Slavic ritual cloths have
red embroidery, which represents good fortune and is a repellent of the evil eye. The
idea of the color was so powerful that it did not matter if the dyes failed to achieve a
deep tone. . . . During the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries simple embroidery, incorporating symbols first developed in materials other than textiles, replaced the use of
three-dimensional fetishes and amulets worn on the body and attached to clothing.”
See also Mary B. Kelly, “Living Textile Traditions of the Carpathians,” in Folk Dress in
Europe and Anatolia, 167, 169: “Whether in the Ukraine or Romania, mountain women
protected themselves and their families with sacred motifs on dress. The placement of
the motifs on clothing was of particular importance. . . . The sleeves of both men’s and
women’s garments were banded with designs over the pectoral muscle that empha-
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Yet while emphasis is placed on the protective nature of the
robe, it should not be lost that its ultimate function is not to keep
the priest out but to facilitate his interaction with God. In other
words, the primary function of the hem of the robe was to protect
the priest via the bells and keep him safe while in the presence
of God, particularly while going in and out. Thus the entire set
of clothing served to create liminal space, just as the veil did spatially within the tabernacle proper. Similarly, the ephod that held
the Urim and Thummim functions as an intermediary between
two different states, allowing them (in this case the mortal and the
divine, represented by the Urim and Thummim) to interact and be
in contact. In all of these cases, the items that shared the same color
scheme are associated with liminality and the temporary time and
space in which interaction between two inimical states can happen.33 That the priest himself functions like the veil between God
and the rest of the host of Israel goes without saying, and the veil,
like clothing, defines the spaces it covers or separates.34 With this
sized strength for the arm. The openings of the neck, sleeve and hem, the areas where
evil could enter and harm the body, were similarly protected. Positioning of motifs
on the chest area of men’s shirts, and over women’s breasts, emphasized power for
the men and good milk for the women.” See also Henry Maguire, “Garments Pleasing
to God: The Significance of Domestic Textile Designs in the Early Byzantine Period,”
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 44 (1990): 215: “The designs on early Byzantine domestic textiles were more than mere conveyors of messages; it was not only information that
they projected, such as social rank or status, but a force operating invisibly on behalf
of the wearers or users of the textiles.” See also 2 Kings 2:8, where Elijah uses his cloak
to split the river Jordan.
33. The idea of clothing as liminality has been realized elsewhere; see Joanne
Entwistle, “The Dressed Body,” in Body Dressing, 37: “Dress lies at the margins of the
body and marks the boundary between self and other, individual and society . . . [and]
is structured by social forces and subject to social and moral pressures.”
34. Blake Ostler, “Clothed Upon: A Unique Aspect of Christian Antiquity,” BYU
Studies 22/1 (1982): 35–36: “Many ancient texts confuse the garment with the veil of
the temple, such as Ambrose of Milano’s Tractate of the Mysteries or the Hebrew Book
of Enoch where ‘garment’ and ‘veil’ are used interchangeably. Enoch is clothed with
the veil in the Hebrew Book of Enoch: ‘The Holy One . . . made me a throne similar to
the throne of glory. And He spread over me a curtain [veil] of splendour and brilliant
appearance of beauty, grace, and mercy, similar to the curtain [veil] of the throne of
glory, and on it were fixed all kinds of lights in the universe.’”
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in mind, it is not surprising to see that Christ, our intermediary, is
symbolically associated both with the temple veil and as clothing.

Christ and Clothing
Though the association of Christ with clothing has already been
noted in the Garden of Eden narrative, Isaiah 61 explicitly reveals
the Messiah as one who will invest others with clothing.35 In verse
2 we are told that the anointed one will “comfort all that mourn”
by engaging in a series of exchanges, most of them acts either of
direct investitures or associated with the covering of an object: “to
give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the
garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness.” 36 The transformation enacted through this investiture results in a new designation:
“that they might be called trees of righteousness.” Later, in Isaiah
61:10, the individual rejoices, “for [God] hath clothed me with the
garments of salvation, he hath covered me with the robe of righteousness.” 37 The significance of this passage and the saving power
35. This is somewhat ironic in that the term Messiah is a Greek transliteration
of the Hebrew meshiach, which means the one who is anointed, or covered, in oil.
Similarly, the Greek translation “Christos” describes one who has been covered in oil
(which is the meaning of the word chrism). Thus the Messiah, one who was covered,
has the primary responsibility to clothe and cover others.
36. Though the KJV translates the term peēr as “beauty,” a more literal translation
would reflect a piece of clothing, thus “a turban for ashes.”
37. Other scriptures associate divine investiture of the priests with clothes of salvation: “Let thy priests, O Lord God, be clothed with salvation” (2 Chronicles 6:41),
and “I will also clothe her priests with salvation” (Psalm 132:16). In both cases, this is
followed by a clause recounting the joyful praise of the saints following the investiture. Interestingly, the Isaiah reference above can be construed as the type of praise
the saints will have, as it is in the voice of the one invested. The same terminology is
employed in Doctrine and Covenants 109:80, the dedicatory prayer for the Kirtland
Temple: “And let these, thine anointed ones, be clothed with salvation, and thy saints
shout aloud for joy.” Finally, the imagery allows us to grasp the full depth of Nephi’s
plea, “O Lord, wilt thou encircle me around in the robe of thy righteousness” (2 Nephi
4:33), as it emphasizes his desire to participate in the social relationship with God
implied through investiture. Brigham Young associated this series of exchanges with
the temple endowment: “Brethren, we verily know and bear testimony that a cloud
of blessing and of endowment, and of keys of the fulness of the priesthood, and of
things pertaining to eternal life, is hanging over us. . . . Therefore . . . enter steadily
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of Christ was not lost to the early Christians, for Luke 4 records
that Christ began his public ministry by standing up, reading from
Isaiah 61, and sitting down, proclaiming that “this day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears” (Luke 4:21).
Investiture was also utilized by Christ in his later teachings
and ministry. One of the more significant events is related in Luke
8:26–35 as Christ interacts with an unnamed man in Galilee who
is possessed “and ware no clothes, neither abode in any house, but
in the tombs” (v. 27). The naked state expresses the young man’s
lack of identity; his abode among the tombs demonstrates his lack
of belonging, both of which are reemphasized by verse 30, where,
when asked his name, he cannot provide it but instead gives another.
According to the account, after asking his name, Christ then casts
out the devils, at which point the witnesses run back into town to
tell of the event. When they return they find “the man, out of whom
the devils were departed, sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed (enduō),
and in his right mind” (v. 35). In this case, it would appear that Christ
literally clothed the young man, restoring his ability to interact
within society.38
Later, in the parable of the prodigal son recorded in chapter
15, Christ’s transforming power through repentance is emphasized
when the young man returns from his lost, deathlike state (Luke
15:24). Though the young man admits he has lost his place within
the family, the father has him clothed (enduō) in the best robe,
among other things, thus symbolically restoring him to his proper
place within the family, including the right to be an heir. Finally,
Christ tells his disciples that they were to remain in Jerusalem following Christ’s resurrection until “ye be endued with power from
on high” (Luke 24:49, emphasis added).
and regularly upon a strict observance of the law of tithing, and of freewill offerings,
till Jehovah shall say it is enough; your offerings are accepted: then come up to the
House of the Lord, and be taught in his ways, and walk in his paths; yea, enter his
sanctuary; and receive the oil of joy for mourning, and garment of praise for the spirit
of heaviness” (History of the Church, 7:280).
38. His sitting at Christ’s feet would have demonstrated not only a return to society but also the recognized position between teacher and student.
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Christ’s transforming power through investiture is also
attested outside of the Four Gospels. In Revelation 7:14 the martyrs
killed during the fifth seal are given white robes made “white in the
blood of the Lamb.” 39 Similarly, the Book of Mormon mentions the
cleansing of clothing through Christ’s atoning blood. For example,
in 3 Nephi 27:19 Christ himself exhorts us: “No unclean thing can
enter into [the Father’s] kingdom; therefore nothing entereth into
his rest save it be those who have washed their garments in my
blood.” 40 In both of these references, the proper state of the clothing is made possible through the atoning process of Christ.
Immortality, one of the transcendent consequences of Christ’s
act, is described as something to be put on in no fewer than five
references.41 Eternal life is also described in terms of clothing and
investiture. Doctrine and Covenants 29:13 records that the righteous dead would come forth “to receive a crown of righteousness,
and to be clothed upon, even as [Christ is], to be with [him], that
[they] may be one.” Here we are told that to be with our Father
requires both the same clothing that Christ himself is dressed in
and the investiture through which the clothing is put on. Thus two
gospel concepts—oneness with God (i.e., Zion) and eternal life—
are encapsulated in the symbolism of clothing and the significance
of investiture. Similarly, in the Book of Mormon, Jacob describes
judgment in which the righteous “shall have a perfect knowledge
of their enjoyment, and their righteousness, being clothed with
39. The primary characteristic of all the divine beings, including those who had
been exalted, is the clothing or the white robe. As such their clothing represents their
divine status. See Dietmar Neufeld, “Sumptuous Clothing and Ornamentation in the
Apocalypse,” Hervormde teologiese studies 58/2 (2002): 684: “These astral deities, so clad
in white and gold, . . . symbolize purity and righteousness and exalted status. . . .
They are power wielders who are entitled to privileges not normally accorded human
beings. . . . Yet, even though the scene is not part of human experience, those who are
robed in white, may, however, share in the reign of God.”
40. See 1 Nephi 12:10, 11; Alma 5:21, 27; 13:11; 34:36; 3 Nephi 27:19; Ether 13:10.
Alma 5:21–29 discusses the need for clean clothing, how one becomes clean, and the
necessity of becoming naked first by stripping oneself of pride and envy.
41. The five references are 1 Corinthians 15:53–54; Enos 1:27; Mosiah 16:10; Alma
40:2; and Mormon 6:21. Throughout Leviticus to put on is used to describe the act of
the priestly dressing.
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purity, yea, even with the robe of righteousness” (2 Nephi 9:14).
Like the verse that precedes it, exaltation is exemplified not only
in the clothing worn but also in the investiture. Moreover, Jacob
associates the investiture with the acquisition of knowledge as
well. In other words, being clothed in the robe of righteousness,
the righteous now possess a perfect knowledge of their enjoyment.
The clothing acts as communication, providing one the means of
knowing “enjoyment.”
Yet Christ is depicted in the scriptures as more than one who
clothes us, literally or otherwise. He is also represented as clothing.
A woman who had been hemorrhaging for twelve years decided
to touch the hem of Christ’s robe in the hope of being healed:
“And, behold, a woman, which was diseased with an issue of blood
twelve years, came behind [Jesus], and touched the hem of his garment: for she said within herself, If I may but touch his garment,
I shall be whole” (Matthew 9:20–21). That her surmise is correct is
demonstrated in Mark: “And straightway the fountain of her blood
was dried up; and she felt in her body that she was healed in that
plague” (Mark 5:29). Though the physical healing is certainly representative of Christ’s ministry, this event also demonstrates his
work as one who restores individuals to a place within society. A
malady such as the one the woman experienced would have meant
she was unclean and therefore could have transmitted the unclean
state to others, from whom she was likely isolated. Christ therefore not only healed her physically but restored the opportunity
to interact socially. Achieving this transformation through the
medium of his clothing implies that clothing could stand in place
of the individual; thus Christ’s clothing can stand in the place of
Christ himself.
Later in the writings of Paul we find that those who have been
baptized “put on” Christ. Similarly, Romans 13:14 exhorts the saints
to “put on” the Lord Jesus Christ.42 Ephesians 4:24 and Colossians
3:10, though they do not mention Christ explicitly, speak of
42. An intriguing study on the early Christian association of Christ with clothing
can be seen in Ewa Kuryluk, Veronica and Her Cloth: History, Symbolism and Structure of
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the need for the newly converted to “put on” the new man made
possible through Christ, and in Colossians 3:12–14, the spiritual
attributes made possible through baptism are also to be “put on.” 43
Yet perhaps one of the most intriguing confluences of images is
that found in Hebrews 10:19–20, where we are exhorted to have
“boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a new
and living way, which he hath consecrated for us, through the
veil, that is to say, his flesh.” As the verse suggests, at least some
in early Christianity associated Christ and his mission with the
temple veil that separated the holy place from the holy of holies.
Certainly there is affinity in function between the veil and Christ
in that both must be approached if one is to enter into the presence
of God.44 Thus Christ represents the veil that all must pass through
to enter the holy of holies, and the veil represents Christ as the
keeper of the way to exaltation.45
The poignant irony of associating Christ with clothing is
that throughout the atonement that made it possible for us to be
clothed in immortality and eternal life, he himself was experienca “True” Image (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1991), where she explores the role of cloth
imprinted with the images of Christ in early Christian belief.
43. “Put on, therefore, as the elect of God, . . . bowels of mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering; forbearing one another . . . and above all these
things, put on charity” (Colossians 3:12–14). The association of the Holy Ghost with
clothing is found elsewhere. In Judges 6:34, the Hebrew reads, “The Spirit clothed
Gideon.” For more on the divine influence as clothing, see Nahum M. Waldman, “The
Imagery of Clothing, Covering, and Overpowering,” Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern
Society 19 (1989): 161–70. See also Yochanan Muffs, “As a Cloak Clings to Its Owner:
Aspects of Divine-Human Reciprocity,” in Love and Joy: Law, Language, and Religion in
Ancient Israel (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 49–60.
44. In the Book of Mormon, Jacob tells us that the gate to eternal life is narrow
and that “the keeper of the gate is the Holy One of Israel; and he employeth no servant
there; and there is none other way save it be by the gate” (2 Nephi 9:41).
45. As such, Christ’s work, and even Christ himself, may be associated with liminality,
as his ministry provides a time and space to work out our salvation. Alma understood the
liminal nature of time-space created through the atonement when he stated in Alma 42:13
that only on conditions of repentance and this probationary state (elsewhere described as a
preparatory state, a liminal description to be sure) could salvation come about. Thus Christ
takes the negative liminality of the Garden of Eden and creates a new, positive liminality,
our time-space, in terms of our eternal destiny.
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ing the utter humiliation of nakedness. At least three times over
the course of the atonement, Christ was stripped of his clothing.
The first occurrence was prior to his scourging, as recorded in
Mark 15:15, where he was stripped to be beaten with the whip.
The second occurrence was when the Roman soldiers stripped
Christ of his own robe and placed purple clothing on him, mocking him as king. Finally, the last stripping occurred at the cross
as his clothing was taken from him and gambled away among
the guards. 46 Both the stripping and the resulting nakedness were
meant to enhance the total humiliation experienced by those being
crucified. 47 Thus Christ was completely naked as he performed the
exalting sacrifice for all individuals while at the same time fulfilling the supernal promise given to Adam and Eve at their investiture—that Christ would make it possible for all to be clothed,
transformed into beings who know they are worthy of salvation
and exaltation. This leaves only one loose thread—what does this
have to do with Tabitha?

Tabitha, Discipleship, and Investiture
As we noted earlier, we know nothing of this woman’s background, family life, even livelihood, except that she was a dis46. This specific stripping had another powerful connotation that would have
been recognized by Jewish readers. According to Exodus 22:26–27, a person’s clothing,
if taken in a pledge, is to be returned to that person by evening: “If thou at all take thy
neighbor’s raiment to pledge, thou shalt deliver it unto him by [the time] the sun goeth
down: for that is his covering only.” In other words, to avoid the individual’s nakedness the clothing has to be given back that day, unlike his land or other possessions,
which may kept longer. Thus Christ is stripped of the only possession that a man can
truly keep at all times. He is utterly bereft.
47. Gerald G. O’Collins, “Crucifixion,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel
Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1208–9: “The victims carried the cross or at
least a transverse beam (patibulum) to the place of the execution, where they were
stripped and bound or nailed to the beam. . . . The Romans frequently employed the
sadistically cruel and utterly shameful death by crucifixion to uphold civil authority and to preserve law. . . . In Palestine crucifixion was a public reminder of Jewish
servitude to a foreign power. Hence Jesus’ cross was a sign of extreme ‘shame’ (Heb
12:2).” The same idea is found in 2 Nephi 9:18: “they who have endured the crosses of
the world, and despised the shame of it, they shall inherit the kingdom of God.”
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ciple of Christ and made clothing (robes and garments) for the
widows of the Christian community in Joppa. Yet these are not
insignificant details, for Tabitha is the only woman in the New
Testament designated as a disciple. It appears that clothing widows is how she carried out her discipleship. 48 Understood in this
way, like Christ’s acts of investiture, Tabitha’s acts of making and
giving clothing to the widows represents her care and love for
them; the clothing became tangible symbols of her recognition of
the Joppan widows, letting them know that they were not forgotten or abandoned.
In this manner, then, Tabitha becomes an example of the ultimate disciple, one who not only learns but performs in the same
manner as the teacher. Not surprisingly, other references describe
discipleship in terms of clothing others. Perhaps one of the most
powerful is found in Doctrine and Covenants 133:32, where we,
having been clothed and crowned, are now responsible for crowning yet others, becoming like God with the power to invest others
with the same transformation that we have experienced.49
Thus investiture becomes a sublime symbol of spiritual transformation. Like Adam and Eve, we have a need to be clothed in
vestments that represent God’s definition of who we really are,
48. The common term used to designate a disciple in the New Testament is mathē
tēs; however, the only feminine form of the word (mathētria) appears in Acts 9:36.
While some have questioned the exact relationship between the widows and Tabitha’s
clothing, Fitzmyer points out that the verb used to describe the widows showing Peter
the clothing (epideiknymenai) means “to show oneself”—in other words, they showed
themselves dressed in the robes she made for them. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the
Apostles (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 445.
49. Sebastian Brock, “Clothing Metaphors as a Means of Theological Expression in Syriac Tradition,” in Typus, Symbol, Allegorie bei den östlichen Vätern und ihren
Parallelen im Mittelalter, ed. Margot Schmidt (Regensburg: Pustet, 1982), 20: “We have
already seen that the eschatological aspects of the ‘robe of glory’ obviate any idea of a
purely cyclical process, in that the Endzeit is by no means a straight reflection of the
Urzeit: the last state of Adam/mankind is to be far more glorious than his former state
in the primordial Paradise, for, as Ephrem puts it, ‘The exalted One knew that Adam
desired to become a God, so he sent his Son who put Adam on, to give him his desire.’
The Syriac Fathers, no less than the Greek, see the theōsis or divinization of man as the
end purpose of the inhominization of God.”
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the vestments acting as a bridge, like the temple veil, between the
divine and mortal states, and this knowledge in turn provides us
the power to become true disciples, like Tabitha, of the one who
both clothes and defines us, even Jesus Christ. All of this brings
us into a state whereby we can then turn around and bring others
into that same exalted sociality, which, of course, is the very plan
of salvation.50
Daniel Belnap is assistant professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young University.

50. Jean A. Hamilton and Jana Hawley, “Sacred Dress, Public Worlds: Amish and
Mormon Experiences and Commitment,” in Religion, Dress and the Body, ed. Linda B.
Arthur (Oxford: Berg, 1999), 49–50: “A garment-wearing Mormon is not obvious to an
observer. Hidden by street clothes, the benefits of wearing one’s garments, from the
view of most members, are spiritual. However, as an unseen undergarment, they also
facilitate the individual’s immersion in and influence on, the dominant social world.
. . . This, in turn, facilitates their ability to influence it. . . . Their sacred dress serves
to preserve their worldviews at the same [time] as it mediates being both in and of the
public world” (emphasis in original).

Did Paul Address His Wife in Philippi?
Thomas A. Wayment and John Gee

I

n this short article, or rather two conjoined articles, we (John
Gee and Thomas Wayment) have agreed to amicably debate an
issue that has been of interest since at least the second century ad,
and perhaps as early as the first century ad. The issue is whether
or not the apostle Paul addressed his spouse in his epistle to the
Philippian saints. This discussion should be distinguished from the
larger issue of whether or not Paul was ever married. The larger
question is much more complex and requires a significantly longer
discussion and the consideration of a larger body of evidence. At the
core of the present discussion is the interpretation of Philippians
4:3 and a unique Greek phrase employed by Paul. We have agreed
to discuss this issue because we both have strongly held viewpoints, but we agree that the topic, while of historical interest, is
not crucial to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Ideally the reader will
glean from the present discussion the important insight that this
matter is far from conclusive for either of us and that careful scholarship can generate two very different conclusions. If anything, the
two points of view help define the limits of scholarship in dealing
with this particular issue.
Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012): 71–93
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Thomas Wayment on Yokefellow as Missionary
Although not typically debated in the secondary literature
of the New Testament, there has for some time been a popular
undercurrent to read Philippians 4:3, “And I intreat thee also, true
yokefellow, help those women which laboured with me in the
gospel, with Clement also, and with other my fellowlabourers,
whose names are in the book of life,” as a reference to Paul’s
wife. The word translated here as “yokefellow” (Greek σύζυγος)
may, in some situations, be translated as “spouse” or “wife,”
although the word has a complex community of meanings, all
of which are centered on two things being joined together or
appearing in pairs.1
Grammatically, the term yokefellow is a noun of two endings,
which means that both the masculine and feminine endings are
the same in the vocative case in which it appears in Philippians
(σύζυγε). This circumstance, unfortunately, confuses the exegete
about whether Paul was addressing a male coworker or a female
friend or companion. Fortunately, several means of determining
the gender of this noun exist. In this situation, the noun is modified
by the adjective true, which also carries gender-specific endings.2
In this example, the word true (Greek γνήσιε) is by form a masculine adjective and thus indicates that Paul was speaking of a true
friend, or a true comrade, who likely had labored with him.3 By
form, if Paul had been addressing a female companion, he would
have written the form γνησία σύζυγε.4 It may be argued here that
1. For the interpretation of the term as “wife,” see Aeschylus, Cho. 99 (lyr.);
Euripides, Alc. 314, 342, 921; Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum 4175 (Aezani); Testament
of Reuben 4:1.
2. Koine Greek prefers adjectives of three endings, and in the case of gnēsie syzyge
we would not expect any collapse of the form of the adjective into two forms, which
would account for the confusion of forms. See Friedrich Blass and Albert Debrunner,
A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, trans. and
rev. Robert W. Funk (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), §59.
3. See Herbert W. Smyth, Greek Grammar, rev. Gordon M. Messing (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1984), §§286–87.
4. An example of this can be found in Acta Monasterii Lembiotissae, Donatio
salinae facta cellae sancti Georgii Exocastritae (ad 1230): ὁ Βάλκης καὶ Ἄννα ἡ γνησία
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Koine Greek, the Greek of the New Testament and patristic authors,
would have collapsed the adjective somehow from three into two
forms, thus combining the masculine and feminine endings into a
single form, but this is unattested.5
There are, admittedly, some ways to interpret the adjectival
ending as a corrupted feminine form. In many Greek manuscripts
letters are routinely interchanged through phonetic confusion
or orthographic peculiarities, particularly η for ει and vice versa.
Although the following switch occurs with less frequency, ε can
be interchanged with α,6 which in this instance could account for
a feminine adjective and thus make Paul’s statement a secure reference to a feminine companion. Ideally, a textual variant would
back up this conjectured misspelling; however, such does not exist
in the case of Philippians 4:3. Thus there is no textual support for
this reading. Early twentieth-century exegetes argued that the
noun σύζυγε was actually the vocative form of the name Syzygy,
but Syzygy as an independent name has yet to be identified in any
Roman period papyri.7
In an article written by C. Wilfred Griggs8 in response to a reader
of the Ensign who asked whether Paul was married, the author contends that the Philippians passage can be translated to mean that Paul
was addressing his wife: “Gnēsie syzuge, the words translated ‘true
yokefellow,’ are here taken as feminine, and ἡ σύζυγος is a noun that
σύζυγος αὐτοῦ καὶ Γεώργιος ὁ γνήσιος υἱὸς τούτων. “Balches, his dear wife Anna and
Georgios their dear son.”
5. For contemporary examples of γνησία + a feminine noun, see Philo, Fug. 50.4;
and Philo, Somn. 2.266.1.
6. Francis T. Gignac, A Grammar of the Greek Papyri of the Roman and Byzantine
Periods: Phonology, 2 vols. (Milan: Istituto Editoriale Cisalpino, 1975), 1:278–80.
7. Kurt Aland et al., Novum Testamentum Graece (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1983), 521, contains a conjectural emendation in the notes for Philippians 4:3,
suggesting that Syzygy in that verse can be interpreted as a name. Walter Bauer,
A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, rev.
Frederick W. Danker, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “σύζυγος,” 954, refutes the idea of Syzygy as a name, as does a quick search through the
various databases of ancient names.
8. Griggs responded to the query in the I Have a Question section, Ensign, February 1976, 35–37.
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means ‘wife.’ Ancient commentators believed that Paul was addressing his wife (e.g., Clement of Alex., Strom. 3:53:1, and Origen, Comm.
in Ep. ad. Rom. 1:1), and this is the most sensible translation of the
Greek in this context.” 9 The matter of whether syzyge can be interpreted as a masculine or feminine noun has been treated above, but
Griggs raises another important consideration—namely, whether
the “most sensible translation” of the word is actually “wife.” This is
where the real issue arises. If indeed σύζυγος is the most natural or
sensible term for wife, then Griggs is right to think that Paul would
have been aware of the connotations of addressing someone with
this term. But this seems to oppose much of the existing evidence.
In Attic Greek, the noun also carried the connotation of brother,10
a gladiator’s adversary in battle, an item held in common esteem,11
or something jointly owned.12 By the first century, it is obvious that
the term had taken on two distinct meanings: a comrade in battle
or a wife.13 As evidence of comrades in battle saluting one another,
I mention two inscriptions found in Magnesia that were written
nearly contemporaneous with Philippians and are indicative of the
shift in meaning of the term: [σ]ύζυγοι·Βαίβιος Κάλλιππος, “companions, Baibios Kallippos.” 14 Another Magnesian inscription is
even more concise: Ἀλλέας σύζυγοι φίλοι Δαμᾶς [σύζ]υγοι. “Alleas,
comrades, friends, Damas, comrades.” 15
9. Griggs, I Have a Question, 36.
10. Euripides, Tro. 1001.
11. Edme Cougny, ed., Anthologia Graeca: Appendix nova epigrammatum (Paris: Firmin Didot, 1890), 2.26.
12. Apollonius Dyscolus, De Pronominibus 51.9. See Henry G. Liddell, Robert Scott,
et al., Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: New York, 1968), s.v. “σύζυγος, ον,” 1670.
13. Euripides, Tro. 1001; Euripides, Iph. taur. 250; Aristophanes, Plut. 945.
14. Found at Magnesia Mai in Asia Minor and therefore in the region of Philippi.
Cited in Otto Kern, ed., Die Inschriften von Magnesia am Mäander (Berlin: Spemann,
1900), 161, Nr. 328; and F. Hiller von Gaertringen, “Die Inschriften: Ausgrabungen im
Theater von Magnesia am Maiandros,” Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts. Athenische Abteilung 19 (1894): 50–51, no. 58. The Greek text can be accessed online
through epigraphy.packhum.org/inscriptions/main.
15. Found at Magnesia Mai; see Kern, Die Inschriften von Magnesia, 160, Nr. 321.
Hiller von Gaertringen, “Die Inschriften,” 35, no. 2. The Greek text can be accessed
online through epigraphy.packhum.org/inscriptions/main.
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The abundant epigraphic evidence also contains several
important references to the use of syzygy in the sense of a wife;
that meaning is abundantly clear, although slightly removed from
the writing of Philippians. From Thrace and Moesia Inferior, the
following inscription from the second or third century ad contains a secure reference to a wife: [ἀγ]αθῇ τύ[χῃ. Αυλ]ουμενης
[καὶ
.
Τ]ηρης
Βειθυο[ς σ]ὺν τῇ συζυγ[ίᾳ], “in good fortune. Auloumenes
.
and Teres Beithous with his wife.” 16 Further unequivocal references come from the third and fourth centuries.17 The challenge
in adopting the meaning of these references is that they are two
to three hundred years removed from the time when Philippians
was written, and the word appears to have undergone a nuanced
change in meaning, much like the modern word companion can
indicate a number of things, including both wife and friend. So
while it is abundantly clear that the meaning of the noun σύζυγος ranged between “companion (comrade in battle)” and “wife,”
it was not exclusively used for either. If our surviving evidence
is representative of the period in which it was preserved, then
it is possible to say that the closest evidence in place and time to
Philippi in the first century suggests the meaning would naturally
have been “companion.” To say, however, that there is a “most
sensible translation” would likely be an ambitious claim for the
existing evidence.
Another grammatical issue is the use of the vocative case here,
and Gerhard Delling has argued that it is unlikely that true can be
used in the vocative as a polite reference to a spouse.18 While I likewise share Delling’s reservations about the contextual meaning of
the reference in Philippians 4:3, I would add that no exact parallel
exists that would precede the writing of Philippians. If indeed it
could be found that such an address was a common way to invoke
16. IG Bulg III,2 1627.
17. Αὐρηλία τε Μεσσαλεῖνα ἡ σύζυγος αὐτοῦ, IK Selge 66, 3rd century; Λύκος
Καλοποῦ τῇ ἰδίᾳ συζύγῳ μνήμης χάριν, Kretika Chronika (Herakleion) 23 (1969): 323.
18. Gerhard Delling, “σύζυγος,” in Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, eds.,
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromily (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1971), 7:749.
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a spouse, then Delling’s concern would be a moot point. As the
evidence stands today, it is unlikely that “true yokefellow” was ever
used as a public vocative address to a beloved spouse.
Patristic Evidence to Paul’s Marriage
Clement of Alexandria has often been cited as making explicit
reference to Paul’s wife in 3.6.53 of his work Miscellanies (Stromateis),
the key portion of which reads in Greek: καὶ ὅ γε Παῦλος οὐκ
ὀκνεῖ ἔν τινι ἐπιστολῇ τὴν αὑτοῦ προσαγορεύειν σύζυγον, ἣν οὐ
περιεκόμιζεν διὰ τὸ τῆς ὑπηρεσίας εὐσταλές.19 The translation of
this particular passage is key to understanding whether Clement
thought Paul was invoking his wife here or perhaps a fellow
laborer in the gospel.20 A careful translation of the passage reads:
“Even Paul did not hesitate in one of his letters to address his syzygos, whom (feminine) he did not take around with him because of
the orderliness of the crew.” The final phrase (τὸ τῆς ὑπηρεσίας
εὐσταλές) is awkward in English, and the Greek context suggests
that Clement thought Paul would not take his feminine companion
(possibly “wife”) with him because of rugged conditions. The next
Greek sentence is also critical in interpreting whether Clement
thought Paul was married when writing Philippians: λέγει οὖν ἔν
τινι ἐπιστολῇ· οὐκ ἔχομεν ἐξουσίαν ἀδελφὴν γυναῖκα περιάγειν,
ὡς καὶ οἱ λοιποὶ ἀπόστολοι.21 This phrase can be translated as follows: “He also says in a certain epistle, ‘Have we not power to lead
about a sister, a wife, as well as the remaining apostles?’ ” (quoting
1 Corinthians 9:5). The logical connection between the two passages is not abundantly clear. It could be interpreted in a number
of ways: (1) Clement may mean that Paul was speaking about his
wife and that he refused to take her along because of difficult liv19. On the interpretation of ὑπηρεσίας as a naval term, see Thucydides, History
8.1.2, and for a contemporary interpretation along the lines of “crew” or “group,” see
Philo, Quod deterius potiori insidiari soleat 66.3.
20. Clement’s claim that Paul was married is repeated with endorsement in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.30.
21. Compare Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.30.1, and Nicephorus Callistus Xanthopoulus,
Hist. eccl. 2.44.36.
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ing and traveling conditions. As evidence that Paul would speak
concerning a wife, Clement cites 1 Corinthians 9:5. (2) Clement
may mean that Paul is speaking of his wife and then cites a prece
dent (1 Corinthians 9:5) in which he states that he is aware of others taking women associates along with them even though Paul
demonstrates prudence in not taking his wife. (3) Because Clement
cites 1 Corinthians 9:5, which speaks of sisters and spouses, it may
be inferred that Clement intended to draw attention to the fact
that Paul also had a female associate, “a sister in the gospel” like
Phoebe or Priscilla, with whom he did not travel because of the
difficulty of his living conditions.22 Significantly, Clement’s reference to Paul’s supposed wife uses two different words—syzygon
and gunaika—and it seems to indicate not a reference to a wife but
to a female traveling companion of some sort, most likely a female
missionary with whom he had come in contact such as Priscilla.23
Admittedly, Clement understands syzygy in Philippians 4:3 as a
feminine noun, although he clearly does not mention the adjective
in a way that would indicate he had considered the gender of the
adjective. However, while it is clear that he understands σύζυγος
as feminine, it is unclear whether he would translate that word
as “wife” when the range of meanings for that term might simply
indicate a fellow laborer or friend. In fact, Clement may have had
theological reasons for considering the possibility that Paul had a
syzygy. Other Christian writings frequently mention the pairing of
similar things as syzygies, and thus it is not unlikely that he would
search for a scriptural precedent for Paul’s syzygy.24 Moreover,
while we might be predisposed to thinking of this in terms of
a wife, Clement may actually be drawing a distinction between
22. On this matter, see John Chrysostom, Hom. Phil. 13.3, in PG 62:279.
23. For Phoebe, see Romans 16:1; for Priscilla, see Acts 18:2, 18, 26; Romans 16:3;
1 Corinthians 16:19. In Romans Paul refers to Priscilla and Aquila as “my fellowlaborers” (τοὺς συνεργούς μου) and refers to Priscilla first, unlike the book of Acts, which
refers to Aquila (Priscilla’s spouse) first.
24. The syzygy of Pistis Sophia appears in 1:29–31, 39.8, 50.14; 2:93; see Hippolytus,
Haer. 6.13, 29, and 30. The Holy Ghost is the syzygy of the “sun of righteousness,”
Malachi 4:2 LXX; Eusebius, Praep. ev. 7.15.15–16,1. Eusebius notes that Matthew puts
himself after his syzygy, Thomas, in Dem. ev. 3.5.84–85.
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the apostles who had wives (γυναῖκα) and the apostle who had
addressed a portion of a letter to a female fellow laborer (σύζυγος).
The evidence is inconclusive.
Origen’s comment on Philippians 4:3 is no less interesting and
no less problematic in understanding whether patristic authors
thought Paul was married during the time he wrote the aforementioned epistle. Origen, in his Commentary on Romans, mentioned a
report he had heard concerning what appears to be a unique interpretation of Philippians 4:3.25 The pertinent section has been preserved only in a Latin translation; although originally written in
Greek, this section is missing from the current Greek manuscripts,
which raises some suspicion as to its accuracy or authenticity:
“Therefore Paul, as some relate, was called while in possession of a
wife, concerning whom he spoke when writing to the Philippians:
‘And I intreat thee also, true yokefellow, help those women,’ who
was made free from her by mutual consent, called himself a servant
of Christ.” 26 Fortunately, the reference quotes from Philippians 4:3
directly, thus making it certain that the controversial interpretation
raised by Origen is traceable. But what is equally important is the
fact that Origen makes it abundantly clear that this opinion is not
his own, but that of others. He reports that “some have said” or
“according to some.”
Whether Origen agreed with any of their conclusions is
unclear, and in fact, he seems to be passing on the same information already known from Clement, who declared that Paul
would not take his spouse along with him because of the
uncertainty of his living and traveling conditions. Here Origen
reports that some had supposed Paul and his spouse to have
agreed by consensus to permit him to be free, which may imply
25. Origen, Comm. Rom. 1:1, in PG 14:839, hints that Paul was married, although
this passage cannot be taken to mean that Paul was married when writing Philippians.
The suggested marriage of Paul could have taken place well before his conversion on
the road to Damascus or even much later.
26. The quotation from Philippians borrows from the English of the KJV.
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that 1 Corinthians 7:27, 32–33 was also under consideration.27
Whether Paul was married when he wrote Philippians 4:3 is not
made clear from Origen’s report. What it establishes is that some
Christians were of the opinion that he was married, and as justification of that opinion, some had supposed he left his wife
behind because of the difficulty of traveling as a missionary and
Paul’s need to be a servant of Christ. Moreover, it may be that
Origen is even offering a summary of Clement’s claim that Paul
was married, although he distances himself from that opinion.
Who Was Paul’s “True Yokefellow”?
Although the evidence is simply too fragmentary to identify an
exact person behind the phrase “true yokefellow,” it is helpful to
note that on several occasions Paul also addresses a fellow worker
without mentioning that person by name: “And we have sent with
him the brother, whose praise is in the gospel throughout all the
churches” (2 Corinthians 8:18); “And we have sent with them our
brother, whom we have oftentimes proved diligent in many things,
but now much more diligent, upon the great confidence which I
have in you” (2 Corinthians 8:22); and “I desired Titus, and with him
I sent a brother” (2 Corinthians 12:18).28 Moreover, he also addresses
fellow workers with other compound adjectives formed with the
preposition σύν; in the case of Philippians 4:3, Paul has used the
compound σύν + ζυγός. That Paul would use a compound adjective to praise a fellow laborer/missionary companion is expected
from other phrases used by him. He refers to other workers as
“fellow prisoners” συναιχμάλωτος (Romans 16:7; Colossians 4:10;
Philemon 1:23), “fellow servant” σύνδουλος (Colossians 1:7; 4:7),
“helpers” συνεργός (e.g., Romans 16:3, 9, 21), and “fellow soldier”
27. “Art thou bound unto a wife? seek not to be loosed. Art thou loosed from
a wife? seek not a wife. . . . But I would have you without carefulness. He that is
unmarried careth for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may please the Lord:
But he that is married careth for the things that are of the world, how he may please
his wife.”
28. The Greek may be construed to mean that Paul was referring to Titus as
“a brother.”
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συστρατιώτης (Philippians 2:25; Philemon 1:2). It thus seems clear
that Paul was addressing a fellow missionary who was dear to his
heart, one who had stayed true to him (compare 2 Timothy 4:10),
and one he addressed in this instance with some affection.

John Gee on Yokefellow as Wife
An obscure passage in the letters of Paul provides the occasion for this discussion. The King James Version renders the passage: “And I intreat thee also, true yokefellow, help those women
which laboured with me in the gospel, with Clement also, and
with other my fellowlabourers, whose names are in the book of
life” (Philippians 4:3). Many early Christians understood this passage to be a reference to Paul’s wife, whom he seems to have left in
Philippi. This understanding was lost over time. How and why this
came about deserves some explanation.
History of the Word
The Greek term translated by the King James translators as
“yokefellow” is σύζυγος, which derives from two elements, σύν
“with, together” and ζύγον “yoke.” 29 It refers to something “yoked
together, paired, united, esp[ecially] by marriage.” 30 But etymology
(breaking the word into constituent components) and definitions
of the term in dictionaries and lexica can tell only part of the story.
What is more useful for determining the meaning of a term is the
history of the usage of a term.
In classical Greek the term σύζυγος could be used to refer to
an ordinary companion. For example, in discussing a pair of young
men (νεανίαι), Iphigenia asks a herdsman, “What was the name of
the stranger’s companion (ξυζύγω)?” 31 A sycophant in Aristophanes’s
29. See Liddell and Scott et al., Greek-English Lexicon, 1670; G. W. H. Lampe,
A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1961), 1278; Delling, “σύζυγος,” 748–
50; Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, 954; Henri Stephanus, Thesaurus Graecae Linguae
(1829; repr. Graz: Akademische Druck- und Verlagsa nstalt, 1954), 8:1012.
30. Liddell and Scott et al., Greek-English Lexicon, 1670; Delling, “σύζυγος,” 748–49.
31. Euripides, Iph. taur. 250.
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Pluto claims: “If I get a partner (σύζυγον), even if disreputable, I will
dare to bring this mighty god to justice, for openly, even though
alone, destroying the democracy without persuading the city council or the assembly.” 32
There is, however, another way that the term σύζυγος was
used in classical Greek. Even as early as Euripides, it was used as
the term for “spouse.” 33 In Euripides’s Alcestis, Alcestis wonders
to Admetus: “What sort of wife (συζύγου) will your own father
get?” 34 Admetus later tells Alcestis: “Does it not hurt me more than
all such to have sinned against a wife (συζύγου) like you?” 35
The use of σύζυγος as “spouse” is the only usage preserved
in the Septuagint. A textual variant in the Septuagint version of
Ezekiel 23:21, instead of “and I will visit the iniquity of your youth,
which you did in Egypt, in your lodging, to whom belonged the
breasts of your youth,” has “I will visit the iniquity of your youth,
in which you made Egypt your spouses (συζύγους) because of the
breasts of your youth.” 36 In 3 Maccabees the results of a decree was
the breaking up of weddings: “Their husbands (συζυγεῖς), their
necks wound in ropes rather than wreaths, in the prime of youth,
instead of joy and youthful amusement, spent the rest of the days
of their wedding in lamentations seeing hell already lying at their
feet.” 37 Otherwise, the term does not occur in the Septuagint.38 In
the pseudepigrapha, it is also used to mean “wife”: “Therefore my
children, do not pay heed to the beauty of women, neither worry
about their deeds, but go forth in singleness of heart, in the fear
of the Lord, and spend your time in good works and in study
and in your herding until the Lord give you a wife (σύζυγον) of
32. Aristophanes, Plut. 945.
33. Liddell and Scott et al., Greek-English Lexicon, 1670; Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon,
954.
34. Euripides, Alc. 314.
35. Euripides, Alc. 341–42.
36. In Ezechiel, ed. Joseph Ziegler, Septuaginta 16.1 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1977), 195.
37. 3 Maccabees 4:8 (author’s translation).
38. Delling, “σύζυγος,” 749.
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his choosing, lest you suffer as I.” 39 This is the Jewish use of the
term that would have served as a background to the understanding both of Paul and those who read his letter.
The understanding of σύζυγος as a wife or spouse was preserved in the church fathers. Hippolytus of Rome (d. 235), referring to the gnostic cosmogony in which everything is in male
and female pairs, says: “The Father alone begat without a mate
(άζυγος). She [Sophia] wished to imitate the Father and beget apart
from her spouse (συζύγου).” 40 Epiphanius says of Simon Magus,
“His fornicating spouse (τήν δέ σύζυγον) they have dared to claim
was the Holy Spirit.” 41 Gregory of Nyssa exhorts, “Let the ethical
and physical philosophy become ever the companion (σύζυγος) to
the higher life along with friendship and the common life.” 42 So for
Christian authors writing in Greek, the term principally was used
in the meaning of “spouse” rather than the generic “companion.”
The persistence of usage of the term σύζυγος as “spouse” has
been so pronounced throughout the history of Greek that it survives into Modern Greek as the standard term for spouse.43 The
term has never been known to be used as a personal name, 44 so
interpretations that take it to be such are dubious.45
39. Testament of Reuben 4:1 (author’s translation).
40. Hippolytus, Haer. 6.30, in PG 16.3:3239. The same phrase occurs in Hippolytus,
Haer. 31.4, in PG 16.3:3242.
41. Epiphanius, Pan. 1.2.21.2, in PG 41:288.
42. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, in PG 44:336–37.
43. “ὁ ἑνωμένος μέ ἄλλον μέ τό δεσμό τοῦ γάμου (one united with another by the
bond of marriage)”; Harry Sakellariou, Νέο Λεξικό Δημοτκής (Athens: Σιδέρη, 1981),
1139; Divry’s New English-Greek and Greek-English Handy Dictionary, ed. G. C. Divry and
C. G. Divry, rev. ed. (New York: Divry, 1978), 204, 445; Niki Watts, Oxford Greek Mini
Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 255, 579.
44. Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, 954; Delling, “σύζυγος,” 749.
45. Some of these have been gathered in The Greek New Testament, 3rd ed. (Stuttgart: United Bible Societies, 1983), 689 n. a. Others include Ceslas Spicq, Theological
Lexicon of the New Testament, trans. and ed. James D. Ernest (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 1:297; Richard Neitzel Holzapfel, Eric D. Huntsman, and Thomas A. Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the New Testament (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
2006), 243.
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The term σύζυγος, however, has not just been used in Greek but
has been borrowed into other languages. When one language borrows a term from another, it is usually because the language borrowing finds it useful in some way. While the adopted term may have
many different meanings in the original language, the language borrowing it will generally use it with only a specific meaning.
The Greek term is borrowed directly into Coptic and used in the
meaning of “spouse” or “consort.” The most extensive use of the term
comes in the Pistis Sophia, where it is frequently used clearly in the
meaning of “spouse.”46 The term is also borrowed from Greek into
Syriac (a Christian version of Aramaic), as zawgo’, meaning “yokefellow, companion, wife,”47 and sūzūgīya’, a term for “union.”48 Because
Aramaic is a Semitic language and is based on triliteral roots, the
shortened form looks like a triliteral root (*zwg) and can be treated
like a triliteral root even if it is not originally one. The shortened
form is based on the term for “yoke” and provides a generic term that
allows a distinction to be drawn between a bar zawgo’ son of the yoke
or “husband” and a bat zawgo’ daughter of the yoke or “wife.”49 Syriac
speakers then, since the term looks like a triliteral root, treated it as
such and used it verbally.50 In the form zūg it was also used in the
Aramaic of the Babylonian Talmud as a term for “couple, pair, set”
and “partner, equal, match, counterpart.”51 In the form zūgā’, it meant
“match, wife,”52 and in the form zeweg, it was a term for “marriage.”53
46. Pistis Sophia 1:29, 31–32, 39.8, 41.18, 48.11, 50.14; 2:93.
47. J. Payne Smith, ed., A Compendious Syriac Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1903), 111.
48. Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 364.
49. Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 111–12.
50. As a denominative Pael verb, zaweg meant “to join together, unite in marriage”;
with an Aphel (causitive) verb, ’azweg meant “to couple, join with another”; and as an
Ethpael (reflexive) verb, ’ezdawag meant “to be joined together, united in marriage,
marry.” Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, 111.
51. Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Babli, Yerushalmi and Mid
rashic Literature (New York: Judaica Press, 1996), 383.
52. Jastrow, Dictionary, 384.
53. Jastrow, Dictionary, 383.
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From Syriac,54 it passed into Arabic by the Abbasid period (ad
750–1543) as zawj, meaning “spouse,” “husband,” “wife,” “pair,” “companion,” 55 a meaning that it retains in modern standard Arabic.56
So not only was σύζυγος a standard term for “spouse” in
ancient Greek long before Paul’s day, and one used as such by
other Christian authors down to the present day, but it was so well
known in Greek as a term for “spouse” that that remained the major
meaning of the term when borrowed into other languages.
In Philippians 4:3 the noun σύζυγος is paired with an unusual
adjective as well. This deserves some consideration. The adjective
that modifies σύζυγος in Philippians, γνήσιος, has “a very affectionate nuance,” 57 and with “women—mothers and wives”—it has
“a clear nuance of love” 58 and thus is properly rendered “dear.” 59
Versional Considerations
The translation of the New Testament into various languages can sometimes indicate how the term was understood by
Christians at the time it was translated. The Coptic versions, both
Sahidic and Bohairic, date to the second through fourth centuries 60 and simply borrow the Greek term into Coptic without a
translation. But we have seen that the Coptic understanding of
the term was “consort” or “spouse.” While the Sahidic version was
standardized in the fourth and fifth centuries, and the Bohairic by
54. Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture (London: Routledge, 1998), 20–22,
would like to minimize the impact of Syriac on the transmission of Greek into Arabic.
The Syriac influence is clear in this case.
55. Edward W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (London: Williams and Norgate, 1867),
1:1266–67.
56. Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 4th ed. (Ithaca, NY: Spoken
Language Services, 1979), 447. As in Syriac, in Arabic the noun and its supposed root
also developed into a verb, though not using the same verbal forms as Syriac. Lane,
Arabic-English Lexicon, 1266–67; Wehr, Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 447–48.
57. Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, 296.
58. Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, 297.
59. Spicq, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, 296–99.
60. Tito Orlandi, “Coptic Literature,” in The Roots of Egyptian Christianity, ed. Birger A.
Pearson and James E. Goehring (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 53.
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the ninth,61 it is not clear that an understanding of the term syzygos
was preserved, as it appears to drop out of usage otherwise by the
fourth century.
The Syriac version renders σύζυγος as bar zawgo’, which is masculine, indicating that the Syriac translators in the fourth century
did not understand the text to refer to Paul’s spouse.
The Latin Vulgate renders σύζυγος as conpar, meaning primarily “equal, companion,” and secondarily “spouse, consort, mate.” 62
The Vulgate was prepared by Jerome, “a Christian ascetic who positively delighted in drawing contrasts between the mediocre life of
the average clergyman [who at the time was married] and the spiritual heights achieved by the monk.” 63 Jerome had been a monk in
the Syrian desert 64 and proselyted for asceticism,65 including translating many works promoting asceticism and the monastic life.66
The versions are split on their interpretation of the passage.
Coptic favors “spouse.” Syriac favors “companion.” Latin is ambiguous. In sum, the versions are of little assistance here.
Grammatical Considerations
Grammatically, the term σύζυγος is both masculine and feminine.67 Presumably, the treatment of the adjective attached to the
term γνήσιος might give some indication of the understanding of
the original writer. In Attic Greek we would expect that the feminine form of the adjective would be declined according to the first
61. Orlandi, “Coptic Literature,” 53–54.
62. Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon,
1879), 386; Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. P. G. W. Glare (Oxford: Clarendon, 1982), 372;
Thesaurus Linguae Latinae (Leipzig: Teubner, 1906–12), 3:2004–5.
63. David G. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 56.
64. Johannes Quasten, Patrology (Utrecht: SPECTRUM, 1950), 4:213–14; Hunter,
Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 56.
65. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 62–63.
66. Quasten, Patrology, 4:231, 237–38.
67. Liddell and Scott et al., Greek-English Lexicon, 1670.
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declension68 and thus be found in the vocative as γνήσια,69 rather
than the form γνήσιε that appears in the text. Attic Greek also has
a class of adjectives in which the feminine and masculine forms
are identical and are both declined according to the second declension.70 Unfortunately, in Koine the vocative does not work as it does
in Attic,71 so we might not expect this example to conform to Attic
grammar. There is, however, a more direct and serious complication. Not only was “the so-called Attic second declension . . . dying
out in the Hellenistic vernacular,” 72 but the feminine form of the
adjective changed, often conflating with the masculine forms.73
This would lead us to expect γνήσιε for the feminine vocative form,
and, as we shall see, several early Christian commentators who
were native speakers of Greek took this passage to be the feminine
form. To these we now turn.
Interpretive Considerations
The earliest Christian commentators understood this passage
to refer to Paul’s wife. Both Clement of Alexandria 74 and Origen 75
take this term to mean “spouse.” Clement of Alexandria’s discussion
of the passage deserves to be quoted in context:
Some say that marriage is fornication and teach that it was
handed down by the devil. They proudly say that they are
imitating the Lord, neither marrying nor owning anything
in the world, boasting rather that they understand the
Gospel better than others. . . . There is nothing virtuous
about abstinence from marriage if it does not arise from the
love of God. Actually Paul, the blessed, says about those
68. Smyth, Greek Grammar, §286.
69. Smyth, Greek Grammar, §287. That γνήσιος is in this class of adjective is indicated by Liddell and Scott et al., Greek-English Lexicon, 354.
70. Smyth, Greek Grammar, §289.
71. Blass and Debrunner, Greek Grammar of the New Testament, §§146–47.
72. Blass and Debrunner, Greek Grammar of the New Testament, §44.
73. Blass and Debrunner, Greek Grammar of the New Testament, §59.
74. Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 3.53.1, in PG 8:115.
75. Origen, Comm. Rom. 1.1, in PG 14:839.
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who abhor marriage: “In the last days some will apostatize
from the faith, heeding deceiving spirits and the teachings
of demons, forbidding to marry, and to abstain from foods”
(1 Timothy 4:1, 3). And again, he says: “let no one of you disqualify you by demanding humiliation and the harsh treatment of the body” (Colossians 2:18, 23). The selfsame author
writes “Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek a divorce.
Are you divorced? Do not seek a wife” (1 Corinthians 7:27).
And again: “Let each have his own wife lest Satan tempt
you” (1 Corinthians 2:5). How so? Did not the righteous of
old gratefully partake of the creation? They begat children
while married, exercising self-control. To Elijah, for example, the ravens brought food, bread and meat; and Samuel
the prophet to whom was left the thigh, from which he had
eaten, he brought and gave to Saul to eat. Those who say
that they excel them in civility and life are not comparable
with them in practice. So, “let not him who does not eat
exercise authority over him who does and let not him who
eats condemn him who does not eat for God has accepted
him” (Romans 14:3). But even the Lord says of himself:
“John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say he
has a devil; the Son of Man came eating and drinking and
they say: behold the man is a glutton and drunkard, a friend
of tax-collectors and a sinner” (Matthew 9:18–19). Or do they
even disapprove of the apostles? For Peter and Philip begot
children? Philip even married off his daughters. Paul did
not hesitate to address his own spouse in a certain epistle
(Philippians 4:3) whom he did not bring with him for the
convenience of his ministry. He says therefore in a certain
epistle: “Do we not have authority to lead around a sister or
wife, like the rest of the apostles?” (1 Corinthians 9:5). On
the one hand, they particularly in their ministry, approaching their preaching without distraction, took around their
wives, not as wives, but as sisters, being ministers with
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them to deal with housewives, through whom the teaching
of the Lord blamelessly penetrated the women’s quarters.76
So Clement uses this passage to demonstrate that Paul was
married as one example among several to combat the notion that
Christians had to be celibate. He also compares the choice of marriage to dietary choices, asserting that in either case one should not
be condemned for one’s choice.
Clement brings the issue up because certain Christians in the
second century, notably Tatian, began to regard “all sexual union,
whether within or outside marriage, as ‘fornication.’ ”  77 And therefore marriage was seen as sinful. Earlier in the second century,
Christians had argued that they were good citizens because they
got married and raised families.78 Clement saw the need to respond
to Tatian and others such as the Encratites.
Clement’s student and successor, Origen, writes of Philippians
4:3: “Truly free is he who comes to Christ through pure chastity
without a wife; he, however, who is shown to be the servant of
Christ, yet serves with complete virtue. Therefore Paul, as some
relate, was called while in possession of a wife, about whom he
spoke when he wrote to the Philippians: ‘Therefore I ask you, genuine match, to help those women,’ who since he was set free from
her by mutual agreement, called himself the servant of Christ.” 79
Origen does not give this as his own understanding but recognizes
that some Christians taught that Paul was married and that this
passage referred to his wife.
76. Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 3.49–53, in PG 8:1152–57. I have inserted the references to scriptural quotations into the text. The translation in Mark J. Edwards, ed.,
Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1999), 280, is unnecessarily ambiguous.
77. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 104.
78. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 98–101.
79. Origen, Comm. Rom. 1:1, in PG 14:839: “Paulus ergo, sicut quidam tradunt, cum
uxore vocatus est; de quia dicit ad Philippenses scribens: Rogo etiam te, germane compare, adjuva illas: qui quoniam ab ipsa ex consensus liber effectus est, servum se nominat Christi.”
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Both Clement and Origen were native speakers of Greek who
taught Greek in Alexandria and knew their Greek well. Origen, furthermore, was a self-imposed ascetic, which might have been why
he did not claim the interpretation of the passage as his own opinion. “Though Origen was willing to accept the presence of married
Christians in the Church, it is clear that his deepest instinct was to
view them as second-class citizens.” 80
Tertullian, writing to his wife asking her not to remarry if he
dies, provides an oblique reference to Philippians 4:3 claiming that
marriage is permitted because of the weakness of the flesh 81 but
claims that abstinence from all sexual relations is preferable.82 The
oblique reference provides an implicit understanding that the passage referred to Paul’s wife. Tertullian was married himself, but
after he became a Montanist (and his reference to Philippians 4:3
comes after he became a Montanist), he adopted the ascetic beliefs
of the Montanists.
By the fourth century, this interpretation had fallen out of
favor with Christian leaders. The church authors rejected the
favorable view of marriage of Clement of Alexandria. “Tertullian,
Cyprian, and Origen, each in his own way, articulated an ascetic
vision that reflected significant features of the ancient encratite
tradition. While accepting marriage as permissible, these writers approached the topic of celibacy and marriage from within
the basic encratite framework that associated sexuality with sin
and linked salvation with sexual purity. As a result, they inevitably supported a hierarchy that relegated married Christians to the
lowest rung of salvation.” 83 Tertullian and Origen are at least honest in showing that Christians interpreted this text as referring to
Paul’s wife and do not try to evade that fact. Those who followed
them, however, found ways to reinterpret the passage. There is,
80.
81.
82.
83.

Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 127.
Tertullian, Ux. 1.4.
Tertullian, Ux. 1.3.
Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 127–28.
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however, an exception. Eusebius quotes Clement of Alexandria to
show that Peter, Philip, and Paul were married.84
Theodoret of Cyrus takes the passage very differently than
his predecessors: “Now some have unthinkingly understood the
syzugon to be the wife of the apostle, not paying attention to the
things written in the epistle to the Corinthians that he reckoned
himself among the unmarried. . . . Therefore he calls him yokefellow
who took upon himself the yoke of piety.”  85 One notes, however,
that Theodoret was raised and educated in the monasteries near
Antioch.86 He had no normal family life. He was not overly literal in
his readings of scripture,87 which gave him the latitude to interpret
the scriptures however he might desire. He was bilingual in Greek
and Syriac 88 and was active at the time when the Syriac version of
the New Testament was translated, a translation that deliberately
excluded the possibility of taking Philippians 4:3 as a reference to
Paul’s wife.
John Chrysostom says about this passage, “Some say that he
addresses his wife here, but it is not so, but a certain wife, or the
husband of one of them.” 89 Chrysostom’s treatment of the interpretation is interesting because he admits that the interpretation is
current but basically grabs at straws trying to dismiss it. It is also
predictable since Chrysostom was an extreme ascetic.90
So a change in the interpretation of this verse occurred in the
third century. A number of factors figured into this change. The
first and most prominent was the rise of asceticism and the denigration of marriage. This reached an extreme by the end of the fourth
century when the monk Jovinian was condemned as a heretic for
84. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.30.1.
85. Theodoret, Ep. Phil. 4.3; alternate translation in Edwards, Galatians, Ephesians,
Philippians, 280.
86. Quasten, Patrology, 3:536.
87. Quasten, Patrology, 3:539.
88. Theodoret, “Prolegomena,” trans. Blomfield Jackson, in Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers, series 2, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
1994), 3:2.
89. John Chrysostom, Hom. Phil. 13.2–3, in PG 62:279.
90. Quasten, Patrology, 3:424–25.
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having the temerity to teach that “virgins, widows, and married
women, once they have been washed in Christ, are of the same
merit, if they do not differ in other works.” 91 A second is perhaps
the use of the term by heretical gnostics in their cosmogonies.
Whatever the cause of the change in understanding of Philippians
4:3 between the earliest Christians and those who came later, the
change is clear and significant.
Summary
Paul’s usage of σύζυγος in Philippians 4:3 follows the common
understanding of the day and of earlier Jewish usage as a word for
“spouse.” This interpretation fits with the grammatical usage of
Koine Greek. The common understanding is shown not only by
Greek usage but by the meaning of the term when it was borrowed
by languages in contact with Koine Greek. The earliest Christian
interpreters understood Philippians 4:3 as referring to Paul’s wife, but
later Christian authors, who rejected marriage and were inclined to
remake Paul in their own image, rejected the notion that Paul was
married and reinterpreted the passage, both in translations they
made and in the commentaries they wrote, as referring not to Paul’s
wife but to someone (anyone) else.
The King James Version of Philippians 4:3 should read: “And
I intreat thee also, dear wife, help those women which laboured
with me in the gospel, with Clement also, and with other my fellowlabourers, whose names are in the book of life.” The earliest
Christian authors, who knew their Greek well, so understood it,
and so should we.

Joint Conclusion
The purpose of this article has been twofold: (1) to discuss the
evidence regarding Philippians 4:3 with respect to Paul’s unnamed
addressee and (2) to demonstrate how evidence can be used. With
respect to the first question, if Paul were a fourth-century-bc native
91. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity, 26.

92 • Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012)

Athenian writing in classical Greek, we would say that the grammatical evidence for Philippians 4:3 clearly indicates that γνήσιε
σύζυγε is masculine by form, and thus Paul would have had in mind
a fellow missionary who was also a male. Since Paul was a firstcentury-ad Jew from Tarsus writing in Koine Greek, the grammatical evidence is less clear. If he were referring to a male companion,
the question of why he might have used a word that is commonly
employed to refer to a spouse is not resolved. It is equally certain
that some patristic authors whose native language was Greek picked
up on the interpretation of the word σύζυγε and either failed to note
the gender of the adjective preceding it or did not understand the
form as determining the gender. Therefore, following the line of
reasoning of some patristic authors, the meaning “wife” was possible for some. When discussing the early apostles who were married, scholars sometimes include Paul in the list of married leaders,
perhaps on the basis of the passage in question.
It is certain that later views on marriage—particularly asceticism with regard to marriage and Paul’s statements on women in
1 Corinthians—began to influence the discussion of whether or
not Paul was married or advocated marriage. Because marriage
eventually began to be viewed negatively in some Christian circles, it is not unreasonable to suppose that it may have shaped
the way the evidence concerning Paul’s potential marriage was
understood. At certain times there were groups of Christians who
openly accepted the idea that Paul was married while at other
times those Christians who thought such things were denounced.
This, however, may be venturing into the larger question of
whether or not Paul was ever married rather than the question of
whether Philippians 4:3 mentions Paul’s wife.
This paper has also addressed the wider concern of scholarship
and how evidence is weighed and considered. Rarely is the evidence
so clear as to permit precise and undeniable claims, and all types
of historical evidence must be used critically. On the one hand,
the semantic range of meaning for the word translated as “wife”
would indicate that such a translation was natural and expected in

Did Paul Address His Wife in Philippi? (Wayment and Gee) • 93

some instances. At the same time, contemporary usage shows that
it could have several different meanings apart from “wife,” much
like the modern English word companion. Additionally, many early
Christian commentators discussed Paul’s marriage, but it seems
unlikely that they had access to any sources on this matter beyond
those available to us, and therefore their conclusions are little better than our own. While it would have been patently obvious to
both Paul and his audience at Philippi whether he was addressing
his wife, the information available to us at this time does not allow
an unambiguous reconstruction of events.
Obviously one of us is right and the other is wrong even though
at our present state of knowledge we cannot know which is which.
We are willing to risk being wrong. We can do so because we are
not fourth-century encratite monks holding up Paul as some sort of
ascetic ideal. We do not think that married individuals are somehow second-class citizens of the kingdom of God. We are not trying to gain power for ascetics in ecclesiastical office. Whether Paul
addressed his wife in Philippi is for us an interesting historical footnote, not some sort of vital saving doctrine. In the end, we can
agree to respectfully disagree on whether Paul was referring to his
wife in Philippians 4:3.
Thomas A. Wayment is professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young University.
John Gee is a senior research fellow and the William (Bill) Gay Professor of Egyptology
at the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship at Brigham Young University.

Lost and Found: Pondering the Parable
of the Prodigal Son
Robert L. Millet

I

   am persuaded that what we have in the fifteenth chapter of Luke
   is in fact a distillation of the plan of salvation, a message within the
Message, the gospel within the Gospel. The simple sermon of Luke 15
is deep and profound: God loves his children, all of them, and he will
do everything in his power to save them. The Prophet Joseph Smith
pointed out that “while one portion of the human race is judging and
condemning the other without mercy, the Great Parent of the universe looks upon the whole of the human family with a fatherly care
and paternal regard; He views them as His offspring, and without
any of those contracted feelings that influence the children of men.”1
The introductory words of Luke 15 set the stage and provide the
setting and interpretation for the parables that follow: “Then drew
near unto him all the publicans and sinners for to hear him. And
the Pharisees and scribes murmured, saying, This man receiveth
sinners, and eateth with them. And he spake this parable unto
them, saying . . .” (Luke 15:1–3). That’s it. That’s the background.
The Master is surrounded by people who are despised by the upper
This address, here revised and edited for publication, was delivered in September
2000 to the BYU Religious Education faculty.
1. History of the Church, 4:595.
Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012): 95–115

96 • Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012)

crust of society and the religious establishment, and the pious ones
remark, essentially, “If this man really were divine, if he really were
the promised Messiah, the Holy One of Israel, surely he would not
be found in the midst of such disgusting folk.”
Joseph Smith said:
In reference to the prodigal son, I said it was a subject
I had never dwelt upon; that it was understood by many to
be one of the intricate subjects of the scriptures; and even
the Elders of this Church have preached largely upon it,
without having any rule of interpretation. What is the rule
of interpretation? Just no interpretation at all. Understand
it precisely as it reads. I have a key by which I understand the
scriptures. I enquire, what was the question which drew out the
answer, or caused Jesus to utter the parable? . . . To ascertain its
meaning, we must dig up the root and ascertain what it was that
drew the saying out of Jesus.
While Jesus was teaching the people, all the publicans and
sinners drew near to hear Him; “and the Pharisees and scribes
murmured, saying, This man receiveth sinners, and eateth
with them.” This is the keyword which unlocks the parable of
the prodigal son. It was given to answer the murmurings and questions of the Sadducees and Pharisees, who were querying, finding
fault, and saying, “How is it that this man, as great as He pretends to be, eats with publicans and sinners?”2
This now leads us to a deeper consideration of the parable of the
prodigal son. Let us take this remarkable parable a piece at a time
and seek to provide a brief commentary on the verses to help us
to better understand what many believe to be the greatest of all
parables.

Commentary
And he said, A certain man had two sons:
2. History of the Church, 5:261–62, emphasis added.
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two sons: This parable may be divided into two parts, almost
two parables; verses 11–24 deal with the younger son, and verses
25–32 deal with the older son.
And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of
goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living.
give me the portion of goods that falleth to me: The youngest
son seems to have wanted his freedom. President David O. McKay
noted that “the ‘younger son,’ we are told, . . . was immature in his
judgment. He was irking under the restraint, and he rather resented
the father’s careful, guiding eye. He evidently longed for so-called
freedom, wanted, so to speak, to try his wings. . . . Here is a case of
volition, here is choice, deliberate choice. Here is, in a way, rebellion against authority.” 3
Here the youngest son comes to the father and asks that the
property, presumably the land, be divided up. Under Jewish law a
father just couldn’t leave his properties to whomever he wanted.
He was required to leave a double portion to the elder son, in
this case two-thirds to the elder son and one-third to the younger
(Deuteronomy 21:17). But the division was not generally done until
the father’s death. One researcher who lived in the Near East for
many years has observed that if a son were to ask his father for his
inheritance while the father were still alive, he would be implying
that he wants his father to die, which would be both a devastating
insult to the father and a serious transgression of cultural norms.4
he divided unto them his living: This doesn’t necessarily mean
that he gave, at that time, the elder son his portion. In allotting to
the younger son his one-third, the father was thereby allotting to the
older son his two-thirds. The father is still in charge: he commands
the servants (v. 22), orders the slaughter of the fatted calf (v. 23), and
speaks of “all that I have” (v. 31).
3. David O. McKay, Gospel Ideals (Salt Lake City: The Improvement Era, 1953), 537.
4. Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes: A Literary-Cultural
Approach to the Parables in Luke (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983), 161–62.
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And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and
took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with
riotous living.
[he] gathered all together: This probably means that he sold
the land and converted the inheritance into cash, something the
boy was certainly within his legal rights to do, but something that
stretched the moral law. Given the importance of land and of how,
no doubt, the land was linked to the family, such a move would
have been very painful for the family and even scandalous to the
community.
took his journey into a far country: No doubt the young man
traveled into the Diaspora, into a gentile land to which Jews had
been scattered. The size of the Diaspora has been estimated at over
four million, while the Palestinian population of Jews was half a
million at the most.
wasted his substance with riotous living: We are not told what
his sins were, only that he seems to have spent his inheritance quickly
and frivolously. He would surely have had “friends” who were eager
to help him spend his money but who disappeared quite suddenly
when the funds were gone and thus when the fun was over.
And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and
he began to be in want.
a mighty famine . . . he began to be in want: There is added to
the problem of poverty the challenge of a famine. In a famine there
is no food; people are starving. That is, not only did the boy run
out of money, but he also had to reckon with an economic crisis.
We don’t notice a famine as much when we have money, but we
really feel it when we’re broke. Here he is, a lonely Jew in an alien
nation. Aliens and outsiders inevitably acquire the worst jobs with
the lowest pay.
And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent
him into his fields to feed swine. And he would fain have filled his belly
with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him.
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joined himself to a citizen of that country: Literally, the young
man attached himself or “glued himself” to the man. Given his personal financial straits and also the economic condition of the country, any job looked good at the moment, anything that would keep
body and spirit together.
into his fields to feed swine: The son took a job as a pig feeder,
a task that was against all that he stood for. “At this point his status
is that of an indentured servant—a status above that of a slave, but
one that bound him by contract to work as a general laborer for his
employer for a specified time. To feed pigs is degradation of the worst
sort. Pigs are unclean animals in law and tradition (Lev 11:7; Deut
14:8; cf. Isa 65:4; 66:17; 1 Macc 1:47; cf. 2 Macc 6:18; 7:1). According to
the Mishnah, from subsequent centuries, no one is allowed to rear
swine, and according to the Babylonian Talmud, the person who does
so is accursed.”5 Truly, this was as low as a Jewish boy could descend.
filled his belly with the husks . . . and no man gave unto him:
The boy was starving and would have eaten the carob nuts, the
food of animals. As someone has observed, in one sense, “The very
idea of wishing to be fed from the ‘pods’ eaten by pigs—and therefore being envious of the pigs!—but being refused, is even more
degrading than the act of feeding the pigs itself.” 6
Why did he not eat the nuts? Scholars are divided: Some suggest that he was utterly disgusted with the depths to which he had
sunk and refused to eat animal food. Some state that this part of
verse 16 implies that he would gladly have eaten the carob nuts, but
the people would not give him any. If this latter explanation is true,
it is tragically the case that he was beneath the pigs. The people in
charge thus do not want to waste good pig food on a poor Jewish lad.
And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my
father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!
5. Arland J. Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus: A Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2000), 75.
6. Hultgren, Parables of Jesus, 75.
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when he came to himself: Literally, when he woke up, he came
alive, realized his plight, and saw himself as he was.
When the wanderer comes to himself, “he remembers the
other whom he wanted to push out of his world but to whom he
found himself still belonging. . . . Through departure he wanted
to become a ‘non-son’; his return begins not with repentance but with
something that makes the repentance possible—the memory of sonship.
There is no coming to oneself without the memory of belonging. The self
has been constructed in relation to others, and it can come to itself
only through relationship to others. The first link with the other
in a distant country of broken relationships is memory.” In short,
“For him whose project was to ‘un-son’ himself and who is still in a
distant country, ‘sonship’ can only be a memory, but it is a memory
that defines his present so much that it sets him on a journey back.
The memory of sonship gives hope.” 7 As someone has observed,
“The beginning of wisdom is to come to our senses and know the
fearful truth about ourselves, that we have wandered and wasted
our days in a distant country far from home.” 8
I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have
sinned against heaven, and before thee, and am no more worthy to be
called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.
I will arise: It isn’t easy to “arise,” to repent. In fact, it takes
a great deal of personal effort, coupled with divine strength, to
choose to be changed, to work against the spiritual inertia so common in our fallen world. Repentance is not just a human work, not
something we do completely on our own (see Acts 5:29–31; 11:18;
2 Timothy 2:23–25; Alma 34:14–15). In fact, “godly sorrow is a gift
of the Spirit.” 9
7. Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 158–59, emphasis added.
8. Richard John Neuhaus, Death on a Friday Afternoon: Meditations on the Last
Words of Jesus from the Cross (New York: Basic Books, 2000), 4.
9. See Ezra Taft Benson, The Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1988), 72.
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Once a wanderer hits bottom, particularly one who was taught
better and has lived for a time in the light, it is fairly common for
them to “come to themselves.” They realize what they once had,
the “famine” for the word of truth in their own lives in terms of
the present emptiness of their souls; deep within their hearts they
begin to long for the sweet peace they once knew. Those who view
themselves “in their own carnal state, even less than the dust of the
earth” (Mosiah 4:2), feel the need to confess their sins and acknowledge their spiritual bankruptcy before God.
And what should the prodigal son expect from his father? From
the community? Ridicule, rejection, verbal and perhaps even physical abuse? Surely during those agonizing moments of introspection and personal confrontation the wanderer must have reflected
on what a return trip would mean in terms of “facing the music.”
Surely he must have realized that the “righteous ones” in the community would demand that every ounce of justice be administered
in as painful and humiliating a way as possible.
I have sinned against heaven, and before thee: How had he
sinned against heaven (God) and against his father? He had broken
the commandments of God set forth in the law of Moses. For one
thing, he had not honored his father and mother (Exodus 20:12) but
rather had brought heartbreak and anxiety and embarrassment to
the whole family. He had humiliated his father in the community
and caused him great grief and unnecessary worry.
make me as one of thy hired servants: There were three kinds
of servants anciently: (1) bondsmen—these were slaves but were
part of the estate, practically a member of the family; (2) servants or
lower-class slaves—these were subordinate to the bondsmen; their
life was harder but they were, to some degree, part of the estate and
the family; (3) hired servants—these were hired hands, day laborers, temporary workers, outsiders who did not belong to the estate
or the family and who might, without notice, be dismissed; they
often lived in destitute conditions.

102 • Studies in the Bible and Antiquity 4 (2012)

And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way
off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck,
and kissed him.
And he arose, and came to his father: It is worth noting that he
came, not to the estate, not to the house, but to his father. He knew
where he needed to go. He knew where he needed to begin.
when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him: Clearly,
the father has been looking for his son for a long time, regularly
and consistently going to the window, waiting for any word at all.
While the parent of the wanderer need not be preoccupied with
worry and distress, still every occasion for hope is grasped.
and had compassion: It would not be unusual for a parent to
have become hardened to this wanderer and display an attitude
of “show me” or “prove yourself” or “let’s don’t rush into this.”
The mother and father might have concluded: “Let’s not make a big
fuss over him because right now we just don’t know what to make
of his return.” There had been too many emotional roller-coaster
rides, too many tears, too many dashed hopes, too much pain for
a reasonable parent to take any other attitude. “Even though the
father has compassion on his son, a proper response for him would
be to let the young man arrive home, fall on his knees, and ask
for forgiveness. Then, in the best of all circumstances, the father
would respond with words of forgiveness and a review of expectations. The son would, in effect, be on probation around home for a
time; perhaps he could remain there until he could earn enough to
leave as an independent person once again.” 10 Rather, the account
simply states that the father “had compassion.”
and ran: In the Near East, for an elderly gentleman to run was
disgraceful. He often had long, flowing robes, and in order to run
he would need to roll up his robes, allowing people to see his naked
legs. This would be humiliating; it would be “outlandish behavior.” 11
Kenneth Bailey reports:
10. Hultgren, Parables of Jesus, 78.
11. Hultgren, Parables of Jesus, 78.
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The father is fully aware of how his son will be treated, if
and when he returns in humiliation to the village community
he has rejected. What the father does in this homecoming
scene can best be understood as a series of dramatic actions
calculated to protect the boy from the hostility of the village and to restore him to fellowship within the community.
These actions begin with the father running down the road.
An Oriental nobleman with flowing robes never runs
anywhere. To do so is humiliating. . . . The text says, “He
had compassion.” We would suggest that this “compassion”
specifically includes awareness of the gauntlet the boy will
have to face as he makes his way through the village. The
father then runs this gauntlet for him, assuming a humiliating posture in the process!
The father makes the reconciliation public at the edge
of the village. Thus his son enters the village under the
protective care of the father’s acceptance. The boy, having
steeled his nerves for this gauntlet, now, to his utter amazement, sees his father run it for him. Rather than experiencing the ruthless hostility he deserves and anticipates, the
son witnesses an unexpected, visible demonstration of love
in humiliation. The father’s acts replace speech. There are
no words of acceptance and welcome. The love expressed is
too profound for words. Only acts will do.12
So why did the father run? Because he was overjoyed to see his
son. Because he had feared that his beloved was dead. Because the
father was filled with love and compassion. Because he was eager to
welcome him home. These are obvious. Less obvious is the fact that
in heaping embarrassment and maybe even humiliation upon himself through running to meet this prodigal son, the father was taking the brunt of the community’s scorn and ridicule. Bailey reports
that a man in the modern Near East, an acquaintance of his, was
12. Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 181–82.
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not accepted as a pastor by the elders of the city because he walked
down the street too fast!
fell on his neck, and kissed him: He literally “smothered him with
kisses.” The father’s kiss “is a sign of reconciliation and forgiveness.
When a serious quarrel has taken place in the village and reconciliation is achieved, a part of the ceremony enacted as a sacrament of reconciliation is a public kiss by the leading men involved.”13
And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in
thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son. But the father said
to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring
on his hand, and shoes on his feet: and bring hither the fatted calf, and
kill it; and let us eat, and be merry: for this my son was dead, and is alive
again; he was lost, and is found. And they began to be merry.
Father, I have sinned: We note that the boy has altered his prepared speech: he leaves out the part he had planned to say about
becoming a hired servant. Why? Does this reveal something about
the boy that is sinister and conniving? Has the overly warm welcome caused the boy to rethink things and say to himself, “Hey,
wait a minute! Let’s don’t sell ourselves short here”? While this
certainly may be the case with some wanderers, our story seems
to suggest otherwise: The display of pure love on the part of the
father has made the boy’s preplanned speech seem inappropriate
and out of place. Whereas the boy’s anticipated apology and proposal seem almost to put him into a bargaining and negotiating
posture (in an attitude of “give me some time and I’ll pay you back
what I owe you”), the love of the father has melted all that away.
When the young man left home as he did, he didn’t necessarily
break a law (the inheritance was his, and even if he wasted it, it
was his), but he damaged a relationship. We do not repair relationships with money.
But the father said to his servants: What the father does next
is crucial. Why didn’t the father simply hug his son and say, “Well,
13. Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 182.
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go on inside, son, and we’ll discuss it later”? Because that would
have said something about the boy—that he was contemptible, that
he was not to be received back as a son. The people in the community probably expected the father, if he accepted the boy back at
all, to disinherit him, to consign the prodigal to slave’s quarters and
slave’s food at best. But what the father said to the servants was,
essentially, “Accept him as your master.”
the best robe: This is literally the first robe, the finest robe, the
foremost robe, the finest piece of clothing in the house, the one
worn by the master or distinguished guests at festive occasions.
This is like unto what had been done anciently: Rebekah gave a special robe to Jacob (Genesis 27:15), and Pharaoh gave one to Joseph
(Genesis 41:42).
a ring on his hand: This was a signet ring. It entitled the bearer
to access the estate’s most important documents and possessions.
“Excavations have shown that the ring is to be regarded as a signetring; the gift of a ring signified the bestowal of authority.” 14 The
ring was “not simply an ornament, but a symbol of authority, especially of royal authority.” 15
shoes on his feet: Slaves went barefoot, while freemen wore
shoes. The young man returned to prestige. Further, it is worth
noting that the servants are asked to place the shoes on the boy,
thus suggesting his reinstatement as a member of the family. The
shoes “were worn in the house by the master, and not by the guests,
who took them off on arrival. Hence they indicated authority and
possession as well as freedom.” 16
bring hither the fatted calf: The father calls for the “grain-fed”
animal. While most of the cattle grazed on grass, the animal designated for festive occasions is stuffed with grain to put on extra
weight and make the meat more tender. It is a great honor to have
a fatted calf slaughtered in one’s behalf. An animal like this might
14. Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, 2nd ed. (New York: Scribner, 1972), 130.
15. I. Howard Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), 610.
16. Marshall, Gospel of Luke, 610–11.
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feed up to one hundred people, and so it is clear that the banquet
for the prodigal will stretch beyond the family to the community.
“Meat, which is rarely eaten, marks this as a special occasion.” 17
It would be perfectly satisfying to most readers to end the
parable at this point, for a family seems to have been reunited
with their wandering loved one. But the Savior did not choose to
finish the story here, for the interpretation of the parable is tied
to a different kind of problem. We turn now to the second half of
this parable.
Now his elder son was in the field: and as he came and drew nigh to the
house, he heard musick and dancing. And he called one of the servants,
and asked what these things meant. And he [the servant] said unto him,
Thy brother is come; and thy father hath killed the fatted calf, because he
hath received him safe and sound. And he was angry, and would not go in:
therefore came his father out, and intreated him.
his elder son was in the field: The oldest son was busy working;
clearly, he was a hard worker, a devoted son. He had stayed home,
been dutiful, and truly “earned” his portion of the inheritance. We
are not told how far from the house the elder son had been working. For all we know, he may not have been near enough to home
to be contacted and informed about his brother’s return. It seems
strange that the father would not spread the word far and wide as
to the prodigal’s return (especially to family members) and of the
planned banquet. At any rate, lacking the details (for this is a parable, not really a short story), we find that the elder brother learns
of the return and the celebration from a servant. Bailey has stated
that “there are good reasons for not notifying him. Doubtless the
father knows that the older brother will be upset and, if notified,
may even try to prevent the banquet.” 18
he was angry: We must never denigrate in any way the elder
son’s steadiness and faithfulness to the rules of the household. It is,
17. The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, ed. Raymond E. Brown, Joseph A. Fitz
myer, and Roland E. Murphy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1990), 707.
18. Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 192.
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to be sure, the elder sons of this world that get the work done, that
move things forward, that maintain stability in society. But that’s
not what this parable is about. Like the Pharisees who complain of
Jesus’s acceptance of the publicans and sinners, the elder brother
here complains of the father’s acceptance of a sinful son. There is
a sense in which the elder son is the good boy with the bad heart;
even when the prodigal returns, in a way the elder son is “not yet
home” but is still lost.
Why is he angry? One writer has suggested that
he is angry because some basic rules have been broken—not
oppressive rules that destroy life, but rules without which
no civil life would be possible. The one who works (v. 29)
deserves more recognition than the one who squanders;
celebrating the squanderer is squandering. The one who
obeys where obedience is due (v. 29) deserves more honor
than the one who irresponsibly breaks commands; honoring the irresponsible is irresponsible. The one who remains
faithful should be treated better than the one who excludes
the others; preference for the excluding one is tacit exclusion of the faithful one. When squandering becomes better
than working and the breach of relationships better than
faithfulness, justice will be perverted and the household
will fall apart.19
In short, the father’s attitudes and actions are foreign to the cultural canons of right/wrong, good/bad, reward/punishment, typical rules by which we operate in a world like ours.
“You know the conversation [the father and older son] then
had,” noted Elder Jeffrey R. Holland.
Surely, for this father, the pain over a wayward child who
had run from home and wallowed with swine is now compounded with the realization that this older, wiser brother,
19. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 161–62.
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the younger boy’s childhood hero as older brothers always
are, is angry that his brother has come home.
No, I correct myself. This son is not so much angry that
the other has come home as he is angry that his parents are
so happy about it. Feeling unappreciated and perhaps more
than a little self-pity, this dutiful son—and he is wonderfully
dutiful—forgets for a moment that he has never had to know
filth or despair, fear or self-loathing. He forgets for a moment
that every calf on the ranch is already his and so are all the
robes in the closet and every ring in the drawer. . . .
No, he who has virtually everything, and who has in
his hardworking, wonderful way earned it, lacks the one
thing that might make him the complete man of the Lord
he nearly is. He has yet to come to the compassion and
mercy, the charitable breadth of vision to see that this is not
a rival returning. It is his brother. As his father pled with him
to see, it is one who was dead and now is alive. It is one
who was lost and now is found.20
and would not go in: “The shock of this public action is beyond
description. The equivalent in Western society might be some
case of a wealthy leading figure in a Western community who has
a candlelight formal banquet for his most important friends and
associates. In the middle of the banquet his unshaven son appears
without a shirt or shoes and verbally attacks his father in the presence of the seated guests. Such a scene would be excruciatingly
painful for the father. It would show utter disregard for the feelings and personal dignity of that father on the part of his son.” 21
Further, “At such a banquet the older son has a special semi-official
responsibility. He is expected to move among the guests, offering
compliments, making sure everyone has enough to eat, ordering
20. Jeffrey R. Holland, “The Other Prodigal,” Ensign, May 2002, 63.
21. Kenneth E. Bailey, Finding the Lost: Cultural Keys to Luke 15 (St. Louis: Concordia,
1992), 171.
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the servants around and, in general, becoming a sort of major-domo
of the feast.” 22
therefore came his father out: “The father, risking humiliation
and shame, leaves his guests inside the house, goes outdoors, and
pleads with the elder son to come in and join the celebration.” 23
We might be prone to say to the father: “Let the older son stew in
his juices. He needs to grow up, show some love, and be the man
he should be. Let him stay out in the field; he’s missing the fun.”
But the father’s tender regard for both of his children is evident; he
cannot be completely happy while one of his sons is unhappy, festering in anger, or missing out on the opportunity to rejoice with
the rest of the household.
intreated him: President Joseph F. Smith commented on this
segment of the parable:
Now we may suppose the father reasoned with him somewhat in this wise: “My son, I am surprised at your short
sightedness; you should not be jealous of your poor, unfortunate brother, for he is to be pitied; he has squandered his
substance, and I thought he was lost forever, that he was as
good as dead to me, and hope for his restoration to us had
fled. But he has returned in sorrow for his follies, in abject
poverty, penitent and humble, freely confessing that he has
sinned against heaven and in my sight. . . . I love him as my
son, but with my love for him is mingled sorrow, pity, chagrin and commiseration. You have been faithful to me all
the while, and in you I have exceeding great joy. I love you
with all the affection of my soul, and in you I have perfect
confidence, for you have never betrayed it. Beside all this,
you have forfeited nothing nor lost anything.” 24
22. Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 194.
23. Hultgren, Parables of Jesus, 80.
24. Collected Discourses, comp. Brian H. Stuy (Salt Lake City: B.H.S. Publishing,
1992), 5:52–53.
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And he answering said to his father, Lo, these many years do I serve thee,
neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment: and yet thou never
gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends: but as soon as
this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou
hast killed for him the fatted calf.
he answering said to his father: Note the contempt in the older
brother’s language: he states, literally, “I’m slaving for you” (v. 29);
he does not say in verse 30 “my brother” but rather “this thy son”
(meaning “this son of yours”); he adds a detail as to his brother’s
waywardness by suggesting that the prodigal had “devoured thy
living with harlots” (v. 30), when in fact we really do not know
from the scriptural text that the younger son had been immoral.
Interestingly, these were the same charges made against Jesus—
that he ate and drank with sinners (Luke 7:34, 39; 15:1–2). The older
brother’s emotional distance signals his spiritual distance. In some
ways the hardest conversion is for the brother who chose to stay
home. Maybe this story should be called the parable of the prodigal sons: while the younger brother had been lost to more visible
sins, the older brother is lost in pride, self-righteousness, judgment,
and resentment.
neither transgressed I at any time: “It has been said and said
truly, that the greatest fault is to be conscious of no fault. Selfrighteousness shuts a man off both from God and men.” 25
a kid, that I might make merry with my friends: Again, we see
in verse 29 the older son’s scorn in which he bitingly accuses the
father of unfairness. The older brother says, essentially: “You’ve
never even given me a goat.” Whereas cattle were somewhat
scarce, goats were fairly easy to come by. Further, while it would
take months to fatten a calf, coming up with a goat to eat would not
require anything out of the ordinary. One scholar has estimated
that while the ratio of sheep and goats to cattle ranged from 2:1
to 7:1, the value of a cow to a goat was 10:1.26 It is interesting (and
25. William Barclay, The Parables of Jesus (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 1970), 186.
26. Hultgren, Parables of Jesus, 81n48.
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perhaps revealing) to note that the oldest son wanted a goat to eat
with his friends, not with his family.
And he said unto him, Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is
thine. It was meet that we should make merry, and be glad: for this thy
brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, and is found.
Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine: The
word is literally “Child,” indicating the father’s deep tenderness,
affection, and appreciation for the nobility of the older son’s deeds.
The inheritance, his two-thirds, is still intact and will be his as soon
as the father passes away. Nothing has been lost.
It was meet that we should make merry: It is not only nice and
sweet and kind; the father is here saying that it is a divine necessity,
the right thing to do on this occasion. It was what he must do. It is
what God would have done.

Lessons for Life
There is so much to be learned from the parable of the prodigal
son, so many lessons for life. The following represent just a few of
those that most impress me.
1. How many of us are startled with our present circumstances
by tragedy or trauma—perhaps through the death of a loved one
or a crippling injury? How many of us have been awakened by the
realization of our plight, coupled with a memory of who we are,
who we could be, what we might have achieved?
2. In the words of the immortal Yogi Berra, “It ain’t over till it’s
over.” Circumstances change. People change. We just can’t afford to
give up on people. It is often the case when we seem to be at our lowest point that we are most ready to be turned around in our walk.
As Elder Dallin H. Oaks explained, while we have been asked
by the Lord and his servants to make intermediate judgments every
day of our lives—including what is good and what is evil, as well
as what we should and should not do—we must not place ourselves
in the inappropriate position of judging another in that we assume
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that we know his or her final outcome in the Father’s plan, particularly whether he or she will be saved or damned hereafter.27
“There is never a time,” the Prophet Joseph Smith declared, “when
the spirit is too old to approach God. All are within the reach of pardoning mercy, who have not committed the unpardonable sin.” 28
3. Unlike other parables Jesus told, this is not a story about a bad
guy and a good guy. Only the father is good (cf. Matthew 19:17). “For
the father, the sons cannot be placed on a moral scale and then the
returning prodigal, on account of his confession, pronounced better
and accepted but the older brother pronounced worse and rejected.
The nonprodigal is good in that he has remained, worked, obeyed,
but he is bad in that he was too concerned with the ‘rules’ and has
not received his brother back and rejoiced. The prodigal is bad in that
he has gone and good in that he has returned and confessed. Both are
loved, however, irrespective of their goodness or badness.”29 Even
though this story has been called the parable of the prodigal son, it
might more appropriately be called the parable of the loving father. It
is the father, not the younger son, who is the hero of the story.30
4. God and the angels in heaven rejoice—and they call upon us
to do the same—when lost sheep are retrieved into the fold. This
supernal message is echoed in all scripture. As we previously noted,
a central message in the allegory of Zenos (Jacob 5) is that Israel’s
God simply will not let Israel go. And what is true of a nation is
equally true of individuals. Few of us in this life will, through our
sins, place ourselves beyond the pale of saving grace. Further, while
our tears and our hard work allow us to show the depth of our contrition and the seriousness of our commitment, it is not our good
work alone that wins the favor of the Father; it is the work of our
Divine Redeemer (2 Nephi 2:3, 8; 31:19; Moroni 6:4). Our Advocate
with the Father pleads our cause on the basis of his suffering and
death and mighty merits before God (D&C 45:3–5).
27.
28.
29.
30.

Dallin H. Oaks, “ ‘Judge Not’ and Judging,” Ensign, August 1999, 7–8.
History of the Church, 4:425.
Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 165n44, emphasis in original.
Barclay, Parables of Jesus, 187.
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5. Each of us, at one time or another, plays three roles in life: the
younger son, the older son, and the father. There are times when
each of us strays. Sadly, there are times—far too many in number,
I confess—when we are like the older brother. That is, we are dutiful, faithful, dependable, and consistent in our contributions; but
we lack that quality of mercy and kindness and compassion that
would allow us to reflect and extend the hand of forgiveness and
fellowship to those who wander. We must first learn what being a
true son or daughter means before we can aspire one day to be like
the waiting and welcoming father. Leon Morris has written that
“the elder son was conscious of his own rectitude. He was completely self-righteous. He saw himself as the model son, but his use
of the verb [meaning] ‘to serve as a slave’ . . . gives him away. He did
not really understand what being a son means. That is perhaps why
he did not understand what being a father means.” 31
Henri Nouwen states that “my final vocation is indeed to
become like the Father and to live out his divine compassion in
my daily life. Though I am both the younger son and the older son,
I am not to remain them, but to become the Father. No father or
mother ever became father or mother without having been son or
daughter, but every son and daughter has to consciously choose
to step beyond their childhood and become father and mother for
others.” Finally, Nouwen has written that “becoming like the heavenly Father is not just one important aspect of Jesus’ teaching, it is
the very heart of his message. . . . Spiritual fatherhood has nothing
to do with power or control. It is a fatherhood of compassion. And
I have to keep looking at the father embracing the prodigal son to
catch a glimpse of this.” 32
6. It is worth asking: Would I have attended the banquet for the
returning prodigal? Would I dare honor someone who had so blatantly dishonored his father? Would I perhaps worry that I would
31. Leon Morris, Luke: An Introduction and Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 267.
32. Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 121,
125, 127.
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be encouraging waywardness and irresponsibility? Would the
party seem to cancel out the seriousness of all the old sins? Stated
bluntly, all of us are guilty of sin. All of us are in need of pardoning
mercy. All of us fall short of the divine standard.
Inasmuch as each of us is a recipient of unending and unmerited grace, how can we, in the spirit of Christian charity—or in the
attitude of sane discourse—speak of the Lord’s pardoning mercy
toward prodigal sons and daughters as unfair? Of course it’s unfair!
It’s all unfair! That a pure and innocent man should suffer and
agonize over others’ transgressions is not fair. But the plan of the
Father is not a plan of fairness, at least as we judge fairness from our
limited perspective; it is a plan of mercy. The Father and the Son
love us in ways that we cannot comprehend. They will do all that is
within the bounds of propriety to save as many of the posterity of
Adam and Eve as will be saved.

Conclusion
Surely any person who has experienced firsthand the love
of God, who has confessed and repented and enjoyed thereafter
the marvelous miracle of forgiveness—and this would, of course,
include all of us—can identify with the pain and distress and
feeling of lostness known to the prodigal. And if we have experienced that change of heart that evidences the impact of the atoning blood of Christ on our lives, then hopefully our desire, like
Nephi and Mormon, is that all who have strayed may return and
be renewed, no matter the depth of their disgrace. We all know,
to be sure, that not everyone will make it. Not all of our Father’s
children will inherit eternal life in the celestial kingdom. But that
does not preclude any or all of us from hoping and praying and
ministering and welcoming those who “come to themselves” and
choose to return.
Sadly, as Richard John Neuhaus stated,
The hope that all may be saved . . . offends some Chris
tians. It is as though salvation were a zero-sum proposition,
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as though there is only so much to go around, as though
God’s grace to others will somehow diminish our portion
of grace. . . .
If we love others, it seems that we must hope that, in the
end, they will be saved. We must hope that all will one day
hear the words of Christ, “Today you will be with me in paradise.” Given the evidence of Scripture and tradition, we cannot deny that hell exists. We can, however, hope that hell is
empty. We cannot know that, but we can hope it is the case.33
Our God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-loving. There is no
end to his capacity to reach out, to reclaim, to reinstate.
Unlike a fairy tale, the parable of the prodigal son does not end
on the note of “and they lived happily ever after.” How does it end?
Did the older brother close his ears to the loving counsel of his
father, steel himself against compassion, and live and die an angry
and bitter man? Or was he, we hope and pray, deeply touched by
the love of his father—pure love for him, as well as his returning
brother? Did he allow the power of the Almighty to transform his
soul, reshape his attitudes and actions, and make him into an instrument of divine love? In fact, this is an open-ended story, and each
of us must interpret its meaning in the light of our own experience.
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33. Neuhaus, Death on a Friday Afternoon, 57, 61.

